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ABSTRACT
THE PROJECTIONIST
By Travis Keith Kurowski
May 2009

The Projectionist is a collection of short stories composed during my studies at
The University of Southern Mississippi Center for Writers between the years 2006 and
2009.
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INTRODUCTION: INFLUENCE AND HISTORY

"/ take pleasure, you might say, in acknowledging the past and then sharply departing from it."
-Steven Millhauser in conversation with Jim Shepard

"So I did a little bit of research for it, not very much, but just enough to turn my imagination loose. "
-Jim Shepard in an interview with Robert Birnbaum

1. INFLUENCE
My motivation to write fiction, and so the stories in this collection, came primarily from
reading a short story by Jim Shepard when I was twenty-three years old.
This sort of thing is, of course, hardly unheard of. Harold Bloom conducted a
study of such influence in his somewhat threateningly titled 1973 book The Anxiety of
Influence. One of the more famous comments about literary influence is that "We have all
come out of Gogol's Overcoat," which has been variously attributed to both Fyodor
Dostoevsky and Ivan Turgenev (Ian Reid attributes the statement to Turgenev in his
influential study of the short story genre, while the recent Yale Book of Quotations edited
by Joseph Epstein gives authorship to Dostoevsky). Such uncertainty of authorship only
increases debate as to whom the "we" refers to, as Dosteovsky and Turgenev were very
different writers. The "we" has been variously defined as early Russian realists, Russian
fiction writers, or realist fiction as a whole, and the passing of time has, of course, only
compounded the confusion. One can nonetheless be sure that, whoever wrote it, its author
included himself in that "we," and so declaring that their novels and stories are somehow
indebted to Gogol's powerful story.
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Gogol's story "The Overcoat" has likely served as an inspiration for many fiction
writers since mid-19th century Russia. For instance, Jhumpa Lahiri recently made evident
the influence Gogol had on her imagination in her novel The Namesake, in which she
names the novel's protagonist Gogol Ganguli, and makes the naming of her protagonist
after the Russian author an integral part of her story. Lahiri has attempted to clarify the
exact nature of Gogol's influence on her work:

I'm not sure influence is the right word. I don't turn to Gogol as consistently as I
do to certain other writers when I'm struggling with character or language. His
writing is more overtly comic, more antic and absurd than mine tends to be. But I
admire his work enormously and reread a lot of it as I was working on the novel,
in addition to reading biographical material. "The Overcoat" is such a superb
story. It really does haunt me the way it haunts the character of Ashoke in the
novel. I like to think that every writer I admire influences me in some way, by
teaching me something about writing (www.hinduism.about.com).

For Lahiri, Gogol's influence was more indirect than direct. In other words, though she
was not motivated to replicate Gogol's writing, his work likely expanded her ideas about
the dimensions of the house of fiction.
Gabriel Garcia Marquez said a similar thing about Franz Kafka, particularly his
novella The Metamorphosis: "When I finished reading The Metamorphosis I felt an
irresistible longing to live in that alien paradise. The new day found me at the portable
typewriter.. .attempting to write something that would resemble Kafka's poor bureaucrat
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changed into an enormous cockroach" (272). This, though, is the edited version of
Marquez's experience initial reading of Kafka from his memoir Living to Tell the Tale.
The following is a more candid version from an interview with the author for a
Colombian newspaper in 1977:

It was in 1947... I was nineteen.. .1 was doing my first year of law school... I
remember the opening sentences, it reads exactly thus: "As Gregor Samsa woke
up one morning from troubled dreams, he found himself transformed in his bed
into a monstrous vermin.".. .Holy shit! When I read that I said to myself, "This
isn't right! ...Nobody had told me this could be done! ...Because it really can be
done! ...So then I can! .. .Holy shit! ..." (www.vqronline.org).

The second of Garcia Marquez's descriptions of the feeling of literary inspirations is
much closer to my own reaction to a story by Jim Shepard I discovered in the spring of
2002. Shepard's story exposed me not only to the possibilities of literary fiction, but, I
think more importantly, to a childlike excitement and playfulness I did not previously
associate with the art form.
Let me establish the setting. In Ashland, Oregon, during the spring semester of
2002,1 wandered around the second floor of the university library and considered my
options. I had recently come to terms with the fact that I was not as talented an actor as I
had once thought. Though in my fourth year of college and enrolled in theater classes and
a fiction writing course, most of my time was spent bartending at a local pub and staying
out until sunrise with co-workers and customers. I managed to do some writing, spending
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hours in coffee shops sketching plays and writing monologues, which, unhappy with, I
would later delete from my computer. My plans for my future were just as listless. One
day I would spend researching theater colleges in California, and the following day I was
online enrolling for medical school in Boston. One week I would begin packing to move
back to Portland to live with friends, and the next week I was considering moving to New
York to live alone.
I enjoyed then wandering around the campus library, picking up curious books
and flipping through them. It is true that I wasted a lot of time this way between classes,
but it is also true that a good portion of my reading during college came directly from
these sorts of meanderings. For example, this was how I came to enjoy some eccentric
post-World War II Polish authors, as well as how I became acquainted with the
disconcertingly long and morose 155-volume diary of Arthur Inman and Timothy Ferris's
expansive World Treasury of Physics, Astronomy, and Mathematics. I never finished
most of these books, if any. For the most part, the library served as a sort of literary
television in college, and there was a lot of channel surfing.
That spring afternoon, I found myself over by the magazine collection, and so I
searched for the literary magazines my fiction teacher had recommended the class check
out. I randomly picked up, glanced through, then set down again copies of Shenandoah,
The Southern Review, Pleiades, and others. After picking up a copy of The Paris Review,
I opened to the first story—Jim Shepard's "Climb Aboard the Mighty Flea"—began
reading, and, in a way, never really stopped. The story begins:
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I am Oberleutnant Heini Opitz of Test-Commando 16 and this is not a war story.
It's the story of a lunatic revolution—the inmates with Bedlam's keys—and all
the boys call me Pitz. We fly (fly? ride!) the Messerschmitt 163, the first manned
rocket-powered aircraft, the first aircraft in the world to exceed a thousand
kilometers an hour in level flight, and in statistical terms the most dangerous
aircraft ever built in a series. We sit in these squat fireworks with wings and are
skyrocketed upwards eight thousand meters in under a minute to bring down the
Allied bombers. Mostly we bring down ourselves. (We move at such speeds that
they can barely touch us with their defensive fire, and we have little more success
shooting at them.) The emblem of our fighter wing is an escutcheon depicting a
jet-propelled silhouette of a flea, bracketed by the inscription Like a flea—but
oho! We strap ourselves in and lock down the canopies and plug our helmets' R/T
leads into the radios and give our thumbs up, and before we ignite the witches'
cauldrons behind our rear ends we shout loudly as we can into our masks, "Climb
aboard the mighty flea!"
Our field controllers know to pull away their earphones at the last minute.
It's a tradition. We've been doing it for weeks (14-15).

"Climb Aboard the Mighty Flea" is a fictional account of the pilots of Nazi Germany's
famous, but ultimately unsuccessful, rocket-powered fighter jet program. Though in
many ways fascinating, the story is not a masterpiece. For instance, it continues in the
same high-pitched yet existential vein throughout, with the occasional psychological
twist, and nothing typically dramatic happens—no jealousy, squashed desires, or

IX

obstacles to success. I have read many since that I think are more accomplished works,
such as Munro's "The Bear Came Over the Mountain" or Shepard's own "Sans Farine."
Nonetheless, reading "Mighty Flea" decidedly affected the way I saw fiction and,
therefore, the way I saw fiction's relation to my life.
Though not perfect, Shepard's story represented what had drawn me to reading
since I was a boy: fantasy. The experience reading Shepard's story was similar to some of
my best reading experiences as a boy, such as opening my first Spider-Man comic
illustrated by Todd McFarlane or finishing the last pages of Madeleine L'Engle's A
Wrinkle in Time. Not only did I find all of these experiences intensely enjoyable, but they
sparked my imagination. In grade school, friends and I created a series of superhero
comics we self-published and passed around the school, and I was continually drawing
scenes from books by L'Engle, Susan Cooper, and Roger Zelany. These books were not
only new worlds opened to me, but maps that rearranged how I chose to engage with the
world. Just as these early works had inspired me to draw, Shepard's story made me want
to write stories as exciting as his, and, what's more, to be a part of a community that
published and enjoyed such stories. {The Paris Review is still the first place I send all of
my work.)
I continued reading The Paris Review regularly after stumbling across it for the
first time in the library that spring, but Shepard's story always stuck out in my mind
against the mass of later issues and other fiction—or, more accurately, the primary
experience of reading Shepard's story stuck out. Reading the story signaled a definitive
shift in how I understood what "counted" as fiction. Up until this point literary fiction as I
understood it was, well, serious. It was Gatsby, Hemingway, and The Iliad, it was Dante
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and Joyce. The fiction I had read and enjoyed before high school—mostly fantasy novels
and comic books—weren't part of the literary world I learned about in school. They were
separate worlds, in my mind, Prospero on one side and Peter Parker on the other.
"The Mighty Flea" demolished this false dichotomy. Shepard's story said
literature could be like the comic books that I spent every last penny on as a boy. I don't
mean the story showed that literature was to be as frivolous as those comics were, but
rather that my engagement with them as a reader could be just as exciting, even more so.
I stopped taking theater courses and enrolled in more English courses. I began
writing short stories. One of my first stories was something like Shepard's, as it was a
fictional rewriting of the life of Sylvia Plath—but I did not continue writing these kinds
of stories and have no idea where that piece is any longer. For the next few years, I
instead wrote thinly veiled fictions of my own romantic obsessions and failures. Unlike
the more rapid influence Kafka had on Garcia Marquez—he published his first story soon
after reading it—mine took some time. After reading "Climb Aboard the Mighty Flea," I
quickly forgot about it.

2. HISTORY
The following stories represent a series of historical fabrications. They are all reworkings
of past and present realities, such as the origins of the cinema, the life of Fidel Castro,
and contemporary Swaziland. Instead of emerging from the recesses of my psyche, these
stories came from the pages of contemporary and distant history, information I later
distorted and rearranged during the process of shaping the material into fiction.
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And this brings me back to where I started: Shepard. Like Lahiri said regarding
the work of Gogol, I did not feel directly inspired by Shepard's fiction during the creation
of these stories. Yet I have come to see that his stories, such as "Climb Aboard the
Mighty Flea," combined history and fiction in a manner similar to what I was doing. I
have since noticed similar techniques in the works of Steven Millhauser, Heinrich von
Kleist, Haruki Murakami, Roberto Bolano, and many authors, and so began to see an
entire river of influence rather than a solitary stream.
The fictional transformation of historical fact is a technique that has been around
since the origins of literature and the English novel (I am thinking particularly of
Gilgamesh and Robinson Crusoe). Shepard—who recently won the National Book Critics
Circle Award for his book of historical fictions, Like You 'd Understand Anyway—goes
so far as to say that all literature relies on the "empathetic imagination" of the author,
something I completely agree with, and an idea which has helped me considerably to
shape my stories, when I worry they might be mistreating the worlds and lives of others.
Here he is speaking in an interview on the subject:

At some point you have to say to yourself, "It's not about what really happened.
It's about what I am about to invent." And for the writer who is lacking
confidence and/or is looking for a reason to procrastinate—and all writers are
looking for reasons to procrastinate—there is always another book you could
check out. There is always something else you could read. And I have known a lot
of young writers, working with them at places like Breadloaf, MFA programs, or
even undergraduates I work with who have said, 'Yeah, I really want to write this
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thing, but I really need to know more.' If you are writing a novel about the
Russian Revolution and you are determined to read everything there is to read
about it, you are never going write it. You are just never going to write it. And it's
just a great way to shut yourself down. It's also a great way to forget that you are
not regurgitating what everyone has said about the Russian Revolution. You are
creating a plausible illusion based on—really on your emotions and your
particular peculiar obsessions (www.identitytheory.com).

The title story of this collection, "The Projectionist," is of all the pieces the most
thorough exploration of the limits of fictional representation and the ethics of writing
about others. The title itself functions as a metaphor for my understanding of the
experience of shaping the world into fiction, of the inescapable projecting of my own
interpretation of the world into and on top of my presentation of it. As Auden said, no
matter what you write about, you are always writing about yourself. Maybe, in the end,
my fiction hasn't really changed since my early stories about my own troubled romances.
Maybe I am just getting better at hiding the self.
"Chasing the Blue Disk," which comes towards the end of this collection, is the
only piece that has a connection to my own life. Yet it also follows the same aesthetic
rules as most of the other stories, but instead of asking "What if?" about the larger world,
in this story I ask that question of my life, and see what might have occurred if a specific
traumatic event happened sometime in the near past.
Though at times I have worried about the representations of the world, of history,
and of others in these stories, in the end I have had to just let them live on their own.
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And, if something or someone is somehow misrepresented, perhaps this is unavoidable,
and maybe even necessary to the project of fiction. Joan Didion wrote in the preface to
her Slouching Towards Bethlehem, "Writers are always selling somebody out." Again,
Shepard has a few thoughts on the subject:
So there is something redemptive about the exploitative impulse, but, of course,
it's exploitative. Nobody who has had a loved one read some of their fiction in
which they have been in some ways reproduced, has missed there is some
exploitation going on there. So the idea is a little like the hubris we were talking
of before. Where do you get off writing about FW Murnau? Where do you get off
writing about Columbine? Where do you get off writing about human suffering?
Well, you've suffered a little bit yourself, and you think that you can empathize,
and you think that you can replicate some of this.
In the end, it is up for interpretation as to whether the writing is effective or not, whether
it empathizes or exploits.

*

A recent graduate of the Center for Writers was visiting over the winter break, and, while
sitting on my back porch one evening, began asking me about my reasons for writing the
stories in this collection. I was excited to talk about them, and tried to express to him the
fun I had toying with personal and communal histories, and about my fascination with the
Lumiere brothers, the Challenger disaster, and Fidel Castro. He interrupted and, more
persistently, asked me what my vision was, what it was that I was trying to say. "What's
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your voice?" he asked. "What are you trying to tell people?" I did not have an answer for
him. I still do not, nor do I expect to have one.

NOT THE SEA OF TREES

For fifteen years now I have come to this canyon, deepened over fifty thousand years by
the Shinano River, the river bottom now escaped over 700 feet from its origins at the
canyon's uppermost edge. Willow trees along the river obscure its monstrous distance. I
spend days wandering the edge, watching for those who might come down the trail.
Neatly groomed men gripping lunch pails. Women in heels. Young couples holding one
another. I have taken up smoking. They will be sure to see the smoke or me as they walk
along the trails of Aisokaga descending upon the canyon. Nearly all look nervous as I
approach, and I often wonder if this is from doubt or something else entirely. How often
do people run into strangers in the woods? Years ago, I had more thoughts. Maybe I had
more to consider. Now there is only: Will they jump? Sometimes my being there is
enough. A man in a charcoal suit bends his knees into the dirt. A woman slaps me across
the face, again, then walks away. I arrive at sunrise and often return home past midnight.
Not all come to Aisokaga. It is not the most romantic place to jump. It is not Jukai, the
sea of trees, the lovers' death. No one has yet written a romance ending at the bottom of
the Shinano. They come nonetheless. Some jump even though I am here. It is then I have
trouble sleeping. I see again and again, not the man who leapt backwards, his screams
echoing against the granite, but the jagged points of a pink dress in the pressure of the
descent. It was morning. Hiroko left, kissing her mother on the cheek after clearing the
breakfast dishes. She went to meet her boyfriend, Shidon. "You look like spring," I said
quickly, her dress bright in the light before the door shut. I picked up the university
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brochures and applications from the table and placed them on Hiroko's desk. I remember
thinking, fingering the papers, admiring the manicured campuses and grinning faces
holding books, Would she miss us? Hiroko's own books sat in neat stacks alongside the
desk. Yes. I had so many thoughts.

3
THE PROJECTIONIST

When we were thirteen years old, Terry Beckman and I began making a movie. We had
just seen My Life as a Dog, which originally gave us the idea, though making a movie
about ourselves excited us less than the idea of transforming our world into what we saw
mirrored in movies. Our film was never finished, but I've kept it all these years, and still
have it in a box in the bedroom closet of the house I share with Linda, the house where
my children now fantasize about their own lives.
Terry continues to phone, sometimes as often as every evening. I still answer,
though I expect someday I'll be more reticent to, more inclined to pretend I'm not home.
Then forget to return the call.

The last time Terry and I spent any real time together, besides a quick beer during a
conference or stop-over during a family trip, was nearly ten years ago, during an
extended trip I made to Swaziland in Africa. Terry was already there with the HIV
people, but I was just visiting. I didn't know I needed a vacation until the phone calls
from Terry began pouring in, manic calls in the morning about native African pussy and
hand pounded tattoos and four-star hotels and champagne in the streets of Maputo. I
didn't care about those things. When friends took me to strip clubs, I always chuckled
uncontrollably after a few minutes and had to leave. Such things had been always more of
Terry's world than mine, but something in those phone calls was intriguing. I hadn't
traveled overseas since I was nineteen. As I stepped out of the plane onto the tarmac in

Jo-burg, I knew I would experience none of those things Terry told me about in his
amphetamine-laced monologues over the phone. It all sounded different somehow when
he talked about things—when it came from his words, not mine. Like they were separate
worlds.
Terry worked in a government hospital, the Baylor-Bristol-Meyers Squibb
Children's Clinical Center of Excellence in Mbabane, a hospital funded through foreign
aid and staffed by Swazis working alongside international volunteers. After the first few
days, I found there was little to do in Swazi but buy recycled art, eat Kudu jerky, drink
Castle beer. I took too many photos of other people. I sometimes hung around the third
floor Terry worked on, but I was uncomfortable with how far along most of the patients
were in their illnesses, and the waiting room was overcrowded, smelling powerfully of
disinfectant.
Amy, a co-worker of Terry's, lent me a creased paperback of Nelson Mandela's
Long Walk to Freedom one day while I was sitting outside the hospital to get some fresh
air. Her black hair was pinned up, and her neck looked as though painted with chocolate
milk. She was from Swazi but had spent most of her life in Britain and only recently
returned. She didn't look more than eighteen. She had a break, so she sat with me at the
local pub while I had a beer. Grifters wasn't a bar in the American sense, but the closest
thing to it Mbabane offered. I read the book while we sat. During a drunken night with
Terry that followed, he said if I liked the book so much why didn't we go see where it
was written? By noon the following day we were in a dented red Peugeot on our way to
the Cape of Good Hope. The dirt and sage of eZulwini Valley rose and fell before us as
we drove south to the ocean. I had only been a week in Africa.
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Robben Island is a former prison twelve kilometers offshore. We were taking a motorboat
out from Capetown. A woman in a visor snapped our picture as we stepped onto the deck,
Terry still wearing his blue nursing uniform, a lick of blood stained across his chest. The
motorboat took off at such a roar from the dock that a woman fell off the side. No one but
me turned around. The mountains surrounding the cape grew small behind us. The
woman splashed her arms in the water by the dock then disappeared as we moved away.
"What the fuck is that smell?" Terry yelled into the oncoming wind over the prow. He
pushed his nose over the edge, sniffing at the water slicing the boat. One hundred
kilometers an hour, I thought, maybe faster. The water looked like stained glass as
Robben Island rose up before us under a blanket of small white houses with red roofs.
"Dead fish," Terry said, then sat on the floor of the boat.
On the island, two guides took a group of us to see the cell where they had kept
Mandela for eighteen years. Terry spat on the concrete floor, the taller guide smiled, and
the three of us wandered inside the cell as the rest of the group followed the shorter guide
down the hall. The air in the cell was gray somehow. Bars covered the windows. The
guide spoke up: "When Mandela was elected president, he made the man who smuggled
his book from prison into Secretary of Exportation." We all laughed. The guide showed
us pictures of his children, his house, his wife. She had full, pillowy lips. "I could use a
drink," Terry said. The guide pulled a silver flask out of his pocket. The liquor burned
down my throat.

Each morning Terry went to the hospital and returned after dark smelling sharply of
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bleach and whiskey. I passed the days in different parts of the city.
I saw Amy again one afternoon at Grifters. She was arguing with some men about
the mayorial candidates whose names covered the city. They were talking in Swati, but I
recognized the candidates names repeated. "Yebo!" Amy yelled when she saw me. I was
slightly startled by the warmth of her greeting. She smiled and turned back to the men.
I continued reading. Like all Xhosa children, I acquired knowledge mainly
through observation, wrote Mandela. When I first visited the homes of whites, I was often
dumbfounded by the number of questions children asked of their parents-and their
parents' unfailing willingness to answer them. The waitress, a large woman, continued
bringing beers to my table—sent over by Amy, I assumed. My head soon felt light, so I
laid the book on the table. The sun outside accented another group of men in the doorway
wearing blue suits and talking loudly in a language I didn't understand. I looked at the
book again but the words were blurry. I couldn't make sense of why I'd come to
Swaziland.
Amy finally joined me at the table. I had been watching her argue and noticed that
the rest of the group seemed to slightly defer to her: they would interrupt one another, but
always wait until she had finished speaking. When she left, each of them stood.
At the table, Amy and I drank shot glasses of Jamaican rum. "They have never
left Swazi," she said, motioning back to the men. "They are stupid." We talked then
about the hospital. Amy held up a shot glass full of dark liquor into the light and I could
see my reflection rounded into miniature. "People don't know what it is like," she said. I
was probably very drunk. Strange objects and people appeared and disappeared, at once
unusual and inviting.

*

King Mswati III, the country's young ruler, had begun shutting power off at midnight in
the poorer sections of the city, supposedly a response to a nationwide power shortage.
Amy's father said the real reason was to divert power to Western factories. Her father, the
mayor of Mbabane, the Swazi capital, was up for reelection. "My father said that at night,
from the hills, you can see the bright lights of factories on the horizon like small, distant
cities," Amy told me, "but I never saw anything like that from there."
Amy lived alone in an apartment three miles from the market center of Mbabane.
The building was completely dark when we arrived. In the blackness at the doorway to
her room we kissed and didn't stop. In the morning, I watched her move around the
stove, then got up and dressed in my clothes from the night before. She poured coffee
into two cups on the counter. She picked up my hand and gently placed in it the handle to
a cup. "You're sweet," she said. "Typical, but sweet."
It was that afternoon Amy drove me to see the fishermen. For thousands of years,
she said, people have stood on the sands south of Maputo and fished the sea for tigerfish
and carp. Her father had given her his old Mercedes 300, and we drove to the beach with
the air conditioner on high. Small huts littered the roadside on the way. I saw old women
grinding grain with stones and children playing in the street. I felt sympathy, but, like a
tourist, a distant one. One boy, around twelve-years-old and naked, played with a dreidel
in the street.
As sunset approached, Amy turned the car onto a narrow road. The fresh smell of
saltwater had been in the air for some time, and I thought of Terry at the hospital, my
empty room back home, my parents, fishing with my father and brothers off the Oregon
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coast. After we drove over a grassy hill, hundreds of fishermen appeared in the sand
before us. Facing the fading orange sun, their fishing lines disappearing into the water, all
together, like a silent orchestra.

*

I often dreamt about Mswati, the youngest of two hundred and ten siblings. In my dreams
he tells the people, "A king is a king by his people," and the people say, "A king is a
mouth that does not lie."
I imagine he felt as a boy it was only natural the world should be large enough for
countless destinies, millions of fates. In school he wanted to be a mathematician and
studied the theorems of Pascal, Weil, and Lobachevsky. Like those men, he admired pure
mathematics, which he described in letters to his mother in poetic language. After she
read the letters, she would cut them in half and lay them in the bottom drawer of her
dresser. At eighteen, after the death of his father, Mswati was taken from boarding school
and made the world's youngest ruling monarch. He could not explain to his people that
his heroes were Riemann and Fermat, not Ngwane and Sobhuza.
His mother, now in her new role as Queen Ntombi, told him to focus on the
creation of an heir. By all appearances, Mswati did this. In three years, he chose three
new fiances from the Umhlanga reed dance. And after two became pregnant, they both
became his wives. Privately, he continued his studies, going so far as to self-publish in
Britain his own solution to Fermat's final theorem. The book was roundly debunked on
all sides. The next week, Mswati decreed all university textbooks in Swaziland stripped
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of references to the pure Fermat and Pascal. "A king is a king by the people," he said on
the news cameras that evening. The following month, Mswati dissolved parliament.
Swaziland succeeded Botswana for having the most HIV infected population in the
world. Mswati made it illegal for girls younger than eighteen to have sex, then repealed
the law and took a new bride of sixteen. Mswati says, "HIV is a national disaster," then
chooses his fourteenth fiance. Mswati is the youngest king in the world. He exists in my
imagination of him—part myth, part history, part lie.

*

For the following five months, I worked as a projectionist at the cinema in Mbabane.
Amy's father got me the job. I had told Amy one day about my childhood fascination
with movies. The next week I not only had the projectionist job, but also an extended
visa. "Locally, he's a magician," Amy said. Nearly all films were American or British and
not dubbed. We got a new film in around the same time it was released on DVD in the
states. I obtained a copy of Cinema Paradiso through a friend of Amy's father and played
it as the matinee feature for a month. When the lease on my apartment expired, my father
was nice enough to place my things in their garage. I cancelled my return ticket. I saw
Terry less and less, Amy and my co-workers more and more. I was excited as Umhlanga,
Swazi's spring festival, was approaching. Everyone was getting ready. Women sowed
beaded skirts for their daughters; the men wore ornately carved necklaces. The mayoral
elections were approaching, too, and it didn't look good for Amy's father. There was talk
that her father didn't stand for the people of Swazi, for the tradition of Swaziland. His
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opponent was a former military leader and close friend of the King.
When I wasn't showing films to audiences half-asleep from the heat, I spent time
at Amy's apartment or in her car. More and more, this time became filled with Amy's
political lectures on American military presence in Africa, "big-man" leadership, HIV—
things which made me quiet. I watched buffalo graze out the window or the occasional
hyena. We were driving around one evening when she said, "The African woman is the
world's new nigger." For some reason, I longed to reach over and cover her eyes softly
with the palm of my hand, to transport us to a different place. She would have stopped
the car and yelled, "What the fuck are you doing? Jesus, I don't even know you." And she
would have been right.
Instead I told her that it was much the same for black women in America. We
drove. Pebble size rain drops began pelting the window of the car, slowly, then all at
once. "It's such shit," Amy said. "Yeah," I said. It was the first rain I'd seen since I
arrived.

The first day of the Umhlanga festival brought many tourists to the city. Rumor was that
at least half were photographers wanting photos of the bare-chested women dancers. The
three-day event focuses around the nation's virgin girls and women gathering reeds from
the riverbanks and presenting them to the queen. On the third and final day, they will
offer themselves to the king as his next bride. People in Mbabane told me the girls are not
forced to participate, that they are "proud to be representatives for the world of the
national flowers of Swaziland."
I asked Amy if she was participating. "There is no real choice," she said.
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On the second day of the festival, Amy's father won the election by a landslide. After
work, I went to Amy's apartment, but she was gone. At the hospital Terry said she had
come in earlier and was crying. He was pushing a stretcher covered in a light blue sheet,
the outline of a figure beneath. "Amy's father won the election because of Mswati," Terry
said. "It's all over the hospital T.V."
I found Amy asleep on a table at Grifters, a waitress peering down at her. I woke
her up and left the last ten of my American dollars to cover the tab. It took an hour for me
to walk her home, half-carrying her the entire way. She kept falling down and, at one
point, slipped off the sidewalk and into the gutter.
The electricity was still on in her apartment. I laid Amy on the bed and put a
kettle of water on the stove for tea. I pressed a hot, damp towel to her forehead. She
opened her eyes. "You're alive," I joked, then added, "You started without me." She shut
her eyes again. She had a red wrap on over her festival outfit, a small beaded skirt. The
water began to whistle. Amy said, "My father's a liar." Her voice was thick. She belched
a little. I went to get a bowl in case she had to vomit. "Another wife," she said, but it
sounded more like, "A nutter life," or something. "What?" I said. She opened her eyes.
"I'm marrying Mswati," she said directly. "He chose me." For some reason I wanted to
say, "And who are you?" The kettle whistled shrilly as I backed out of the room.
The festival was still going on outside. I ran into Terry. I finally saw those things
he said I would see, the promises told long distance. They seemed wilder, freer than I'd
even dreamed. I saw Swaziland as Terry painted it for me. I imagined every woman was
the guard's wife with the pillowy lips, every drink from that man's flask, slicing my
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throat.

I must have lost Terry somewhere. I don't remember much about returning to the
apartment, except that it was dawn or just after. Amy was still in bed. There was puke on
the floor and an orange splash on her wrap. The bowl I brought her earlier was knocked
over. Her body was limp and heavy as I unwrapped her. I put my mouth to her breast. I
truly had no idea where I was. And I never had.

*

The evening we had gone to see the fishermen, Amy held my hand as we walked down
the sands and sat together on the still warm beach. When the sun dipped into the ocean,
the men took their rods apart and headed up the beach, their catch in bags over their
shoulders or at their side. A fire was lit just up the beach, and the light from it reflected
against the skin of Amy's face and shoulders. As we sat in the dark, I imagined we were
in one of those isolated coves on the Northern California coastline where my father used
to take my brothers and me camping. I pushed my fingers into the cool sand underneath
the surface. At that moment, I felt there was nothing strange about this place. As the
waves kicked against the shore, I was lulled again and again into the security of this
feeling, gazing out from the coastline to the sea.
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WHITE

1. "I touch the future. I teach. "
Recently I've been getting online and playing back videos from the space shuttle
Challenger disaster. My sudden interest is largely because NASA is sending another
woman up this Wednesday, twenty-one years later. I had hardly thought of Challenger
until I heard they were sending another woman up, but now I can't seem to think about
much else. I put straws into customers' drinks noticing their resemblance to that famous
picture of the mid-air explosion, the billowing letter Y written in smoke. I constantly ask
people, my girlfriend Carol included, the questions people tend to ask about these sorts of
events: where they were and what they remember. Making love to Carol, I imagine I am
with Christa McAuliffe, the teacher who died in the crash. Lately, as I am about to come,
I imagine her eyes springing wide. "Alex," Carol says when we are done and I lie on my
side. "Alex?"

I was ten years old when Challenger exploded in the winter of 1986. Our fifth-grade
teacher, Mrs. Erickson, had, like most teachers across the nation, wheeled a television
into the classroom that morning so we could all watch. McAuliffe, whose name and face
everyone in America recognized, was going into space on President Reagan's Teacher in
Space Program. She was going to inspire us about science, mathematics, and the
universe. And it's true. We all did want to be astronauts when we grew up.
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The space shuttle Columbia had taken off earlier that month. Papers were publishing
color pictures of planet Uranus sent back from Voyager 2. We had celebrated the first
MLK Jr. Day in our classroom with cake and punch, though no one knew a black family
within five hundred miles of the school. We could, even there in that rural Oregon
classroom, feel things changing, shifting. We constantly talked about McAuliffe—or
Christa, as the whole nation called her, and so did we, mimicking the announcers on the
morning news programs our parents watched.

That morning, Mrs. Erickson again told us the history of the NASA space program, the
cold war race to the moon, Laika's canine space adventure, and what an honor it was for
a school teacher from New Hampshire to join a line of pioneers that included Neil
Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin. "Take notice," she said, "they didn't just choose any
teacher. They chose a woman to represent us." Mrs. Erickson made a broad sweep
seeming to include the entire school, and then motioned to the life-size poster of
McAullife in her space suit taped alongside the chalkboard at the front of the classroom.
We all knew that Mrs. Erickson had applied for the same program as McAuliffe the
previous year.
(During class, my eyes would often drift over to the poster. McAuliffe didn't have
her helmet on and her beauty was overpowering to my ten-year-old mind. I had only just
begun the embarrassing adventure of adolescent dreams during the night, and McAuliffe
either made it into those dreams or I very much hoped that she would.)
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When the shuttle imploded—the now famous O-ring failure that has been made into so
many TV movies—the television screen went from the image of a super-charged rocket
pressing through the sky to an eruption of white in every direction, like the instantaneous
blooming of a thousand-foot-tall iris against a background of blue.

*

I am a thirty-one year old community college professor with a master's degree in
psychology and Carol, the woman I live with, is a receptionist at a local cardiology clinic
who has been telling me, off and on, that she wants to leave me. This doesn't seem
abnormal on the face of it, lots of people break up and get back together. Even lots of
people tell others that they want to leave but never do. The strange thing is that Carol
comes and tells me these things in her sleep as she wanders around the house.
I've never known her to sleepwalk before, and so I don't really know how to take
it. At first I was unnerved. She had caught me in the bathroom, on the toilet. I had a few
beers after work, and so I was a little drunk. I looked up from the toilet and Carol was
standing over me with her eyes closed. "Get the fuck out," she murmured.
The entire thing is spooky, and, if it weren't for her constantly talking about
leaving me in her sleep, I would talk to her about it in the daytime. But when I think
about it when she is awake, I don't want to bring up that she wants to leave me. I mean:
What if she doesn't know she has those thoughts? What if I bring them to her attention
and then she thinks they are right?
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I've been told you shouldn't wake up sleepwalkers, so I let Carol be, just make
sure she doesn't hurt herself. She always walks back to bed.

Weeks ago the radio announced that NASA is sending McAuliffe's same 1986 Teacher
in Space program runner-up, Barbara Morgan, originally a teacher from Idaho. (Though
it is sort of disheartening to think Morgan has been McAuliffe's runner-up for nearly as
long as I've been alive.)

I realize I stay awake watching Challenger movies online and looking up information on
the shuttle long into the night to see if Carol will do it again. It's becoming a habit, my
thing and hers.

Carol once told me even my dreams have dreams. This was during our first years
together. The Nina Simone Years, Carol called them, as I would often play Nina Simone
on the stereo when I got up, usually before sunrise. I would put Peel Me a Grape or My
Baby softly on the living room stereo to coax Carol slowly out of bed as the album went
along. Sometimes I needed to put the album on a second and third time as I sat with a cup
of coffee and prepared the lecture notes for my afternoon classes at the community
college in a neighboring city. But I didn't like to give the good years names, because it
seemed obvious to me we would eventually name the other ones, too.

The class I most enjoy teaching, and which receives a steady enrollment, is, of all things,
Dream Psychology—a class generally filled with theater students, painters, and the
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occasional nurse. It sounds hippy-dippy, but it isn't. The reading, for one, is diverse:
Artemidorous's two thousand year old theories of dream divination to predict the future,
Freud's famous "royal road to the unconscious," and recent research, such as one study
arguing that we all basically dream the same things. We talk a lot in class about a fairly
hot topic new to dream theory: color. It has been argued, mainly by a contingent of
Belgians, that nothing is as significant in the dreaming world as color. One study, by two
Belgina psychologists supposedly short-listed for a 2001 Nobel, posits that, as the color
wheel has been shown to be hard-wired in the brain, dream color is a representation of
the brain using color rather than interpreting it. Expressing. One particularly bright
student of mine spring semester put forward in a paper that this is not at all like sending
radio images into space, that it is not projection. The student said that the idea is more
like the mind performing surgery on itself, trying to repair broken switches.

I've been watching Challenger videos. It is late at night. I usually don't get done waiting
tables until nearly midnight. Carol is already in bed. I drag the laptop into bed, but Carol
moans about it keeping her up, so I decide to move back onto the couch.
When I ask, Carol says she doesn't remember seeing the Shuttle blow-up. "What
do you mean you don't remember seeing it?" I ask again, "You mean you didn't watch it,
or you just don't remember?" "I don't think we watched it," she says. "Really? That's
hard to believe. I thought it was, like, state-mandated or something." "Well, I guess it
wasn't," she says, pulling her face out from beneath the blankets. "And what's the big
deal anyhow?" I don't really know, or if I do I can't put it into words. She stares at me.
"The Challenger lasted nine missions, Carol, before exploding with McAullife on board.
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Isn't it risky, irresponsible even, to be doing this again, putting another teacher into one
of their deathtrap shuttles?" Another groan. Again Carol's face submerges. I hear a
mumbled, "Moron," from beneath the sheets.

Challenger videos are all over the internet; I get as many results searching for the shuttle
explosion as I do for JFK's assassination or the fall of the Berlin Wall. I read that most of
the people who actually saw the disaster live were kids, in classrooms like mine, though
within an hour nearly everyone in the nation had heard about what happened. Watching
now, in the videos, I see what happened afterwards, when I had already got up and run
down the hall to hide my crying. The entire school was silent. The slap of my sneaker
soles boomed against the lockers as I ran. In the video, after the explosion, you can watch
pieces begin to fall back to the earth in high, graceful arcs.

Tuesday night, the night before the second take-off, Carol comes up behind me as I watch
a YouTube video of an ABC McAuliffe interview. McAuliffe tells Joan Lunden, "I
cannot join the space program and restart my life as an astronaut, but this opportunity to
connect my abilities as an educator with my interests in history and space is a unique
opportunity to fulfill my early fantasies." Carol tells me, in so many words, that she is
less than excited about our relationship, that she wants out, has wanted out for some time
but hasn't wanted to hurt me, hasn't been able to say it, but she's unhappy and she needs
some space, some air, some time to breatheand McAuliffe says, "No teacher has ever been better prepared to teach a lesson,"
leaning forward, hands on her knees, looking into Joan Lunden's obsidian eyes.
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"Carol," I begin, "things just haven't looked up in a while," I say (which is what
I've been saying now) and I reach back for her but she's not there.

Around 3 in the morning, after watching a week-old Larry King interview with Barbara
Morgan, I creep into bed with Carol. I have completed the usual rehearsed maneuvers—
brushing my teeth for two minutes (timed by reciting the alphabet backwards and
forwards three times), changing my contacts for glasses, scrubbing my face with Biore
green-algae gel, using the neti pot to cleanse my sinuses with a salt-water rinse, cutting
my nose hairs and ear hairs and trimming around my underarms and groin—and I slip
into the bed, place my glasses into the case on the bedside table, and begin to caress
Carol's backside and hips with my hands, when I realize, like a needle pressed in, that I
have never thought about my childhood before. I look at Carol's head on the pillow, the
ceiling. It's another frightening feeling, like seeing McAuliffe's eyes flash open during
sex. Untethered. "Space is a unique opportunity to fulfill my early fantasies," I hear
McAuliffe say. I don't wake Carol up, though feel that I should.
I sit up in bed and say aloud, "Challenger was the last great experiment. It was the
final dream before the commercial break..." As I continue, I don't recall if I heard any of
this before, but feel as though I am reciting something heard and forgotten. Something
lost.

2. "Defying Gravity"
Wednesday morning I awake as always before Carol, our legs wrapped in the long
unwashed cotton sheets (Carol doesn't like the feeling of heavy blankets on her body, so

all winter we crank the electric heat and sleep as though it's June). My face is in Carol's
unshaven armpit. Slowly bringing my eyes level with Carol's breasts, the bedroom's
stark palette seems more annoying than usual. The sheets are white; the room is white,
and the baseboards and window sills are painted in another, bluer white. The ceiling is
composed of white sound board squares. I had painted the dresser and desk white that
summer outside on the lawn, and I felt, the white bright against the green, as though I was
in a commercial for Target or IKEA—the blue sky above and spring green of the grass
created an all-too-perfect opposition of colors. The only thing not white is the wood floor,
but in a room so devoid of color, the light cedar seems sucked of pigment the longer one
stares at it—that is, where it can be seen around the edges of Carol's numerous creamcolored rugs.

This is the morning of the launch.

White. The first night we slept here I dreamt that my parents, who both died in a car
wreck when I was eighteen, were dancing in the center of the room, both aged at least
150 years, and covered in the wounds of their wreck. I woke up screaming.
Last night I dreamt of Carol weightless in our dining room cursing at me, of
McAuliffe wandering around our bedroom muttering, "Has anyone seen my arm?
Children? Class?"

I push away from Carol, who moans just slightly then readjusts herself. I slide off the
bed, tripping slightly in the sheets as I step down.
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Outside I search under the back porch for the weed and lighter I stashed there,
making shapes with the vapor as I breathe out.

Inside, Carol has gotten up and has the television on. The screen shows Cape Canaveral
launch site, the orange rocket boosters. "The launch is in twenty minutes," she says.

One student paper has stayed with me. I even wrote down a bit of it in my journal. The
student wrote her essay on the connection between dreams and the memories of children
and adults in an isolated study group, in a bedroom community outside the city. Here's
what I jotted down: "One stage of childhood memory consolidation is the linking of
distant but related memories. This is a practice we carry into our adult lives. These
memories are then consolidated into a smooth narrative, similar to a process that happens
when memories are created under great stress."

A man with a NASA badge is speaking on the television: "This is a significant step for
us. We are not forgetting the memory of Christa McAuliffe, nor of the six other members
of her crew. Instead we are taking a step forward.'
"Today," he continues, "Barbara Morgan, like astronauts before her, will slip the
bonds of Earth for the beyond. So few get a chance to escape the day to day of life. To
escape the effects of gravity."
The clip switches to the rocket boosters, then people moving away from the
landing. The un-identified man's voice continues.

Carol calls my name and I find her seated at the dining room table. She has an amber
colored drink in a highball glass in front of her. The microwave clock reads 7:23.
I walk into the kitchen, then go to the cabinet and get a glass for something to do.
"Alex," Carol says, "were you awake last night?"
"What do you mean?"
"Weren't you—up?" she asks.
"I went to sleep when my ear hit the pillow," I say as I turn on the faucet.
Carol stands up and I take a step back. "It seemed like you were up. Your eyes
were even open a little." She touches my shoulder and looks at me. "More than they are
now."
I hear the countdown begin on the television in the other room. Carol shakes her
head a bit.
"You were up on the couch," she says, "crying. You were talking about your
mom and dad, about a trip you took to Multnomah Falls. They were walking too fast for
you, you said. They were ahead and you couldn't catch up."
"I left you for a second," she says, "and when I came back you had already gone
to bed."
"Classic subconscious reproduction during REM sleep," I mumble, look into my
glass of water.
The engines erupt, and I imagine Morgan and the crew, their heads pressed into
their helmets as the pressure connects.
"You know what's funny?" She laughs out loud suddenly as I turn to the other
room to witness the launch. "I was going to leave you. But, then last night, while you
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cried, I was careful not to wake you up from what you believed was real." And all I can
see on the screen is white.

.
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CROWDS

Winter, Paris. 1895. The lights dimmed in the Grand Cafe soon after Isobel and I arrived
and made our way downstairs into the basement. At the waiter's direction, everyone
carried their drinks across the room and arranged themselves in the tiered theater seats
assembled there; a white screen bordered with purple curtain was positioned on the wall
in front. A few feet behind the final row, a mustached man in spectacles (there were two
men, I later learned—brothers) was bent over what looked like a box camera, such as
those used on the banks of the Seine where Isobel and I had walked earlier that very
evening. As we walked along the river then, it wasn't yet six, the fading sun had cast a
dim light over the women and children perched on stools, waiting for the photographer's
hand to signal them the image was complete. We paused during the walk to take in the
view of the water and the city. Isobel's stole tickled my freshly shaved cheeks as we stood
against the stone wall overlooking the Seine below. I pressed my nose into her cheek and
my lips to the alabaster skin of her neck, which smelled of lavender.

I met Isobel at the Sorbonne that summer, where I worked for her father, psychologist
Gustave le Bon. I was twenty-one years old, and had recently moved to Paris from
California, where I worked in the department of mathematics. Most days in Paris I sat in
Gustave's office transcribing his latest notes: "It is not even necessary that heroes should
be separated from us by centuries for their legend to be transformed by the imagination of
the crowd." His book was a running joke in many areas of the Sorbonne. "His mob
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book," as it was called then, was something he had been working on or talking about
since he had arrived fifteen years earlier, when he was still a novice in the field. My
father and Gustave had become friends when my father was doing the European circuit.
He was working in what would become game theory and contagation mathematics at
least fifty years before his time. I was said to be continuing in my father's footsteps, and
had become the youngest professor in the history of Princeton. Isobel took piano lessons
weekday afternoons at the university, and afterwards sat reading under the pink
blossoming apple trees outside, waiting for her father, her ankles tucked gently beneath
her on the bench. I would stare at her from my window for minutes at a time, imagining
the woman that existed beneath those many folds of cloth. The sight of her languidly
drawing a piece of hair away from her mouth made my breath catch. I was still a virgin.
One day, I walked down to the grass and asked her what she was reading.
"Flaubert," she said. I said I didn't understand her French. She explained: "He's one of
our authors who wrote women like men and men like women."
"Sounds fascinating," I said, trying to sound so. "I usually don't read much."
"How did you end up with father, then?"
"Math. My professor back in America was internationally known for his work in
crowd theory. But it's only been useful if my years at Princeton improved my
penmanship. Your father has me hunched over his manuscript most days. Not to say it
isn't interesting, I mean. It is."
She was quiet. She flipped through the pages of her book, which blew a light
wind against her bangs. I was dying for her to say anything.

"Are you curious about the same things as my father?" she asked. Her finger
moved along the text of the book slowly, as though trying to decipher its meaning by
touch.
Gustave Le Bon was the leading theorizer in the world regarding crowd
psychology. I studied the same field, but with equations, something I felt explained the
world more specifically than words ever could. "No," I said. "Not exactly."
We walked under the apple trees for an hour as I told her stories of America. She
said William James attended Christmas with them every year in Florence. When her
father came out, she pressed my hand goodbye and ran to meet him. I walked slowly after
her.
"Charles," he said, adjusting the sleeves of his jacket, "I left the final manuscript
upstairs."
Her arm in his, they disappeared down a tree-lined avenue where a swarm of
Catholic schoolchildren were just then being set free upon the world.

A poster had been outside the cafe for weeks, which read, Cinematograph Lumiere, in big
yellow lettering over a cartoon image of people in a theater laughing at a flat screen with
pictures. As we sat in the rows, people wondered aloud what the words could possibly
mean. Something to do with light, one of them said. Lumiere? Isn't he an architect in
town? A handful of men rose simultaneously from their seats and headed for the bar. I
was just pointing out the mustached man and his camera to Isobel when the lights went
out and the room turned black (I hadn't noticed earlier the windows had been covered
over with thick muslin). The noise of bodies hitting one another was heard, then the crash

of glassware. Isobel took my hand. "Charles?" A loud humming sound began in the back
of the room. "I'll see what's wrong," I said, touching her neckline, but as I got up I kicked
over a glass of vermouth I had set on the floor. I was still searching for it when the wall
in front of us flooded with light. "Ladies and Gentleman" said a man's voice in the dark
behind us, "the Cinematograph!"
Though my gaze was fixed on the screen, still I remained bent over, one hand
against the floor by my upturned glass. "Look at the wall," someone whispered behind
us. There, on what was moments ago a blank white wall, women emerged from an alley,
then entered a perpendicular urban street. Then a dog entered from the alley, then a boy
on a bicycle; people and things made of light on a bare wall. The women continued
moving towards us. Another bicyclist. The effect was entrancing. "Is that what we look
like from behind?" was all Isobel said. She took my hand again as I regained my seat.
I had heard of such things at home. Boys at school talked about small boxes a
person could look into where pictures of women would move; these though were lewd,
private viewings. In the Grand Cafe, on the other hand, we all watched in silence as fifty
or more women in large skirts passed before our eyes, where before there was nothing.
And they were silent—the only sound in the room was the hum of the machine behind us.
I could see dirt on the women's hands upon the screen, could see the plumpness across
many of their bellies. A moment of blackness, then their motions were repeated. The boy
on the bicycle again, the dog again. People slowly began to stir in their seats. Someone
clapped, then another. A yell sounded. A moment later the entire room was alive in
shouts and applause. As the screen turned from women exiting an alleyway to a man
unsuccessfully mounting a horse, two men walked to the front of the stage, one a little
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plumper than the other, and each in matching gray woolen suits. The moving pictures
bent into distorted shapes as they lit up the men's bodies. They took a small, timid bow
together, then exited. "Those were the Lumiere brothers," someone said. A more
ponderous silence settled over the crowd as the pictures continued.

The Lumieres showed six pictures—six cinematographs, as they insisted on calling
them—that evening, each only a minute long at most. They showed the series again and
again, continuing well past midnight. Isobel would not budge until they were completely
through. We had moved to the very front row of seats, her eyes glued to the screen. Every
once in a while someone would come up to say hello to her; The Le Bons were a well
connected family. She simply grinned at them and returned back to the screen. Again and
again I was sent for drinks. When it was all over, it took us ten minutes to find our coats.
I admit I was transfixed by the images. Who wasn't? In the weeks that followed,
the Lumieres' machine became a sensation throughout the city. Newspaper columns
talked about it as a revolutionary thing, a dream held in glass. Later, they took their
creation around Europe, then to America. When I arrived back home later that year, word
had already spread and some who had been to New York and Boston had seen the
images themselves. "It's spellbinding," people would say. I saw it myself again a few
years later when Marie, my wife, and I took our honeymoon in London. The Lumieres no
longer ran the machine themselves. There was not silence. The images came on even
before the lights had fully gone out. "My word," Marie said. "It's amazing." Then, on the
way home, sitting in a store window, were many copies of Le Bon's book: The Crowd.
Inside, holding it in my hands, I could not find my name.
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Isobel and her father lived a mile away, just over the river. We took l'Opera, towards the
gardens. There was a slight drizzle and neither of us had brought an umbrella, so I lifted
my coat over us as we walked. Drops of rain froze as they hit the light coat of snow
crunching beneath our feet.
When we reached the garden, Isobel and I lay down in the grass. The grass
cracked below our clothed bodies. There were more ties than I expected, more layers
covering Isobel's body. "We really shouldn't," I said, but the intensity of her gaze, the
warmth of her lips, told me this was only what I was supposed to think in the larger
world. Hidden in the bushes, we fumbled with buckles and stockings with numb and
inexperienced fingers. When I ejaculated, I crushed my head into the pillowy fabric
covering her shoulder.
Then, it was oddly as though we had stepped back a few years, or forward. I was
shivering, and felt more naked than I was. I thought of work, the streets, and my father's
voice. I tried helping Isobel back into her dress but couldn't and she did it on her own. I
held her hand, leading her to the sidewalk. We went to another cafe, a smaller, brighter
one. We sat at a booth in the corner by ourselves. Isobel told me about how much she
liked watching people who didn't know they were being watched. I told her how I felt as I
watched her from the window of the Sorbonne.
"It's not rude, you see," she said. "It's how I learn about myself."
"That sounds fine," I said, but I was thinking then about why I was in Paris at all.
Isobel fidgeted with the sleeve of her dress. There was a smudge of dirt on the end.
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"But sometimes," she said, "how can you watch so clinically? I watch my father. I
see his lectures. I listen to him and watch him around the house. I see him as I am sure he
is never going to be able to see himself—from afar." She looked around the room. It was
obvious she was about to cry.
I sipped my coffee and put my hand on hers. I thought about what she said about
looking at ourselves, but it didn't make sense to me. There were whole ways of knowing,
but nothing I thought of to say expressed this.
"It's sad, you know," she said.
I imagined my future then away from there.
"It's not so sad," I said. I rubbed her hand more and kissed it. Snow began to fall
outside the window.
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AFTER CASTRO

"Fidel isn 't like the rest of us. He thinks he has all the time in the world. Death just isn 'tpart of his plans. "
-Gabriel Garcia Marquez

1. Turn on your TV
Five thousand miles from Cuba, in a four-thousand-square-foot, two-story, prairie-style
home Miranda and I picked out eleven years ago (not least because its tan stucco exterior
made us feel slightly exotic, more Hispanic than Anglo, and so less a part of the
capitalistic system we were continually criticizing—though we both drove new Hondas
and did our grocery shopping online so we didn't have to, as Miranda once succinctly put
it, "Deal with people"), located on a quiet block in the now cleaned up and predominantly
white suburban middle-class section of Southeast Portland, Oregon—"The No-Ho Zone"
as our candid mayor recently referred to the area—I have been patiently working on Fidel
Castro's lengthy New York Times obituary and waiting for him to die. For over a year I
have invested time and energy into Castro's eventual demise, effort I could have invested
elsewhere, in areas of my life where the attention would almost certainly have been
rewarded. My Times editor, Charles, who lives in Manhattan and made his own career
through a spotless and powerfully written obituary he had ready when Princess Diana
suddenly died ("With all the traveling and parties, it just seemed like a possibility," he
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said), always likes to say, "Good obituary writers are always giving up a part of their own
lives to bring to life those who have none."
"It's like that whole idea of transubstantiation," he would tell us. "But, you know,
while you're still alive."
I admit I more than slightly believed that if I put enough time and energy into my
own obituary of Castro I would be recognized once he died, which is sort of the opposite
of what Charles is always saying. Instead of using some of my life to give life to the
dead, I wanted to use someone's death to give my own tired life a bit of a lift; a pick-meup, like a shot of espresso.

*

When I was in New York earlier this year and Charles offered me the assignment of
writing the obituary for Castro, I welcomed the task, not only due to my grandfather
Harry Matthew's intimate Connection to Castro and Cuban history, but also because my
wife Miranda had recently discovered I had been having sex with Judy, a single mother
who lived across the street and who we occasionally had over for a bottle of wine or gin
and tonics while her young son Kevin played silently with his metal toy trucks on the
polished oak floors of our living room. The subsequent divorce was a series of manila
envelopes delivered in evenings by random certified messengers. I would pretend to not
be home, but the messengers—for some reason all young men in paint-chipped economy
cars they left running in my driveway—simply kept coming back. Don't you have
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anything better to do? I said quietly beneath the kitchen table. Eventually I capitulated.
Later, I couldn't remember why I had made love to Judy in the first place. When the
Castro obituary was offered, I seized the opportunity.
Once he told me about the assignment as we were sitting in his office, I made sure
to mention to Charles that, as he well knew, I didn't speak or write Spanish.
"Speak Spanish?" he said, glancing up at me from his computer. "What audience
do you think you are writing this for?" Charles got up and closed his office door.
"Look, Alan," he said, "how you holding up?" He reached behind him and pulled
out two empty glasses. "Here," he said, half-filling each glass with scotch.
"You're the best obit writer we have," he said. I could hear the tone of his voice
switching down an octave from casual to casual-professional. "That's why I asked you in
for this Castro thing. Truth is, we've got nothing so far, which is no good. I don't know
how something like this slipped through the cracks, but the sooner we get something in,
the better. The thing about this sort of work is that people aren't waiting around till you're
ready for them to die."
Some of the nuttier people in the business saw obits as an art form, and even held
conferences where they could get together and share trade secrets. Brainless as it was, I
took pleasure in my job. Much of the pleasure I took from it was for the same reason
others called it brainless: it was journalism that wrote itself.
Charles flipped through some pages of a bound galley sitting on his desk, stopped,
flipped again and then again stopped.
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"Don't worry about the Spanish," he said. "You'll be able to find everything you
need in our files. Or go to the library."
"Yeah, okay," I said and got up. "Anything else?"
"No, that's it," he said, and I left.
"Damn it, Alan," Miranda said, during our last argument before she left. "You
messed up our entire history." Considering that what I did had a lot more to do with the
future than the past, but I kept my mouth shut. We kept finding things to argue about.
Until she left I kept unpacking stuff from her suitcases and she kept grabbing stuff from
me and putting it back in. In situations like that, when someone is upset, I have the habit
of telling them: Hey, this is me, it's me. It's still me you are speaking to. Don't you
remember? Alan, I'll say, it's Alan. I'm right here. I know. It's absurd to think that, after
everything, they would somehow forget you.

I worked on the obit tirelessly for six months. I read every book on Castro and
interviewed Cubans living in Miami and New York and Union City. I compiled all the
information the Times had about Castro since his birth and placed it into one database I
titled: Castro Lives! On the wall, I placed a six-foot tall, hand-sketched family tree of
Castro's relatives, along with major members of the revolution. Everything was there.
Then Castro's death—or something like it, at least—came like a little gift.

35

Last year, on my fortieth birthday, as I sat alone in the living room with a glass of
red wine and unwrapped an Everyman's Library Edition of G. H. Hardy's A
Mathematician's Apology—a late gift in absentia from Miranda—someone opened the
door to my house without knocking. "Turn on your TV," Judy said. '"El Comandante' is
dying."
I hadn't seen Judy in months. Every once and a while I saw Kevin playing outside
when I came home and I would wave. He waved back the first few times but then would
just stare at me until I walked inside and shut the door. Judy didn't say anything else,
simply turned around and left. I flipped Mathematician's Apology over in my hands.
Every channel on the television was reporting that Fidel Castro had become sick,
gone into hiding, and passed control of the country to his brother, Raul Castro. I did not
sleep that night, but stayed on my computer past midnight with my browser tabs open to
the biggest news sites: BBC, our own New York Times, Japan's Daily Yomiuri. I kept
switching back and forth between the sites, pushing refresh, refresh on the control bar
with the mouse like Kevin would with the buttons on his PlayStation controller,
taptaptaptaptap, as I tried to bring the future to me.
At around three in the morning I received a phone call. No one had called much
since Miranda left, except Miranda herself once in a while. But she would never call that
late. Thinking it was probably Charles, I walked into the kitchen and answered. The voice
on the other end of the line sounded as though it was being filtered through a swimming
pool.
"Alan Matthews?" the voice asked.

"Yes," I said.
I kept the receiver against my ear and could hear what sounded like various
fabrics moving against the receiver. I said hello twice and was about to hang up when a
man's voice spoke clearly into the phone. He apologized for the oddness of the call. "I am
very ill," he said, and explained he didn't know how much longer he had. And, through
sources he would not reveal, he had found out I was writing his obituary. "Most
importantly, Mr. Matthews," he said, "is my reputation for the future."
"Your grandfather understood this," he said after a moment. Then Fidel Castro
asked me to come to the island so he could explain what he wanted from history.

2. Waiting for Castro
For the past three hours I have been seated in the lobby of the Gran Teatro de La
Habana, the largest theater in Havana, drinking tea, reading a novel, and waiting for
Cuba's commander in chief to show up. I've been told a three-hour wait for Castro is a
relatively short one for foreign journalists.
My grandfather was Harry Matthews (not the fiction writer, though he dabbled).
Some say he invented Fidel Castro from a mixture printer's ink and ambition. Does
anyone not believe in the power of the press? Before my grandfather and the Times got
ahold of Fidel, he was nothing more than a local bushman in the middle of the Sierra
Maestra who imagined himself Napoleon. My grandfather wrote three famous pieces for
the Times, which mythologized Castro as a struggling rebel soldier and the key to the new
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Cuba. Then, when Castro arrived in New York later to celebrate his victorious ousting of
Batista, he made a fool of my grandfather. "I want to thank Senor Matthews," Castro told
the audience and news cameras. "Without him, the revolution would have never
survived!" Then Castro went on to tell the millions watching how he had fooled my
grandfather, convincing him that his eighteen soldiers were an entire battalion of men. "I
told my men to circle around and around," Castro said, "and I said look at all my men. He
even complimented me on the strength of my troops. He told me how healthy they
looked!" After, my grandfather, who was as a young man one of the Times most
important foreign correspondents, was ruined. What reporter so duped could be taken
seriously again? My grandma, a Cuban woman who was for a short time his lover, left
him soon after. Like a whipped dog, my grandfather kept returning to Cuba and to Castro
until 1974, when the U.S. Government forbade him to return to the island for "reasons of
national security." He died soon after, in the spring of 1977. Before he died he said,
"Fidel needed publicity. For the Cuban people, Fidel was a myth, a legend, a hope, but
not a reality. He had to come to life."
"El Comandante is on his way," the waiter finally says in a mixture of lisp and
vowels.

*

It is not at all unusual to write obituaries for the living. On the contrary, it is common
practice for large magazines and newspapers to prepare obituaries for international stars
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and dignitaries well in advance. The Times has over 1,20.0 obituaries on file, some
originally written as far back as 1982, obituaries prepared for artists, scientists,
politicians, aristocrats, and other worldwide celebrities in various states of health, some
as active as ever, others only days from death. There is, like in everything, a hierarchy of
obituaries, ones, like those for former U.S. Presidents and internationally famous artists,
which take precedence over others and are fought over by staff. Probably the most
famous prepared obit of recent note was Ernest Hemingway's—no one saw it coming,
and so they had hardly anything prepared, certainly not enough to go to press with on the
morning of July 3rd. That is, no one except for a small newspaper in southern Georgia
who had a self-proclaimed psychic employed for their obit page; she had been working
on Hemingway's obit since the early 1950s, when she says she "first saw clearly that he
was doomed." Dramatic or not, her obituary was syndicated in every newspaper from
New York to Shanghai.
Occasionally even, the author of an obituary will die before its subject. For
example, John Samuelson's obituary of the noted pianist James Bruen was published by
the Associated Press after Bruen died in 2006—even though Samuelson had predeceased
Bruen by almost a decade. "No one prepares obits for obit writers," Charles said a few
months after Diana's death. "Just like any trade in this country. You perform a duty that
you may not have the pleasure to benefit from yourself."
The phenomenon of premature obituaries, on the other hand—of obituaries
written and then published before their own subject's death—is quite rare, if not
nonexistent. Yet this is what he said he wanted.

*

When Castro entered the lobby of the theater it was well after dark. The first image I saw
of him was the ghostly outline of his face from the light cast by the end of his cigar in the
dim hallway. There was a performance going on in the theater. Quiet operatic voices
seemed as though they were coming directly from the concrete, little voices crying from
the past. There was a strange inexpressible seriousness to the moment, as though I was at
the opera, not merely sitting in the same building where one was being performed. I
couldn't help but wonder if this was all contrived by Castro, that he had left me waiting
until I was hungry and tired, out of sorts, and then after dark he finally entered from the
far end of a dimly lit hallway (doors to the street are right next to where I sat, and I could
swear the hallway was lit more brightly just moments before). He even went so far as to
arrange our meeting during an opera performance; what greater score for the
machinations of one of history's most Machiavellian heads of state? No one besides
Castro seemed to be in the area. I hadn't seen the waiter for well over an hour. I stood up
when Castro got closer and my book slipped off my legs and slapped the ground. He was
dressed not in his traditional army green, but in a red and black tracksuit. He used a cane
with each step.
Fidel Castro is an old man, beyond his eighty years. His face is a series of
crevices and ridges hiding a thin smile and set of cobalt eyes—one might even assume, in
seeing Castro, that faces are maps to the interior. Castro's face showed a terrible
determination and constant effort. It was clearly the face of a man constrained by
something, though that something wasn't evident. The state? His own ambition? Thin

wires of gray hair cover his chin and neckline; the once soft and oily revolutionary beard
has become nothing more than a stiff wire broom.
I had imagined, after such an entrance, that Castro would launch into speech,
regale me with stories of his day and lambaste the corrupt American system. Instead,
when he was a few feet in front of me, he merely stood smiling, cigar in his mouth. I
wondered what he was smiling at, what I should say, when I noticed him glancing
uncomfortably about. On closer inspection, I understood his thin smile was not of smug
satisfaction but pain. I walked behind him and got him a chair.
"Thank you," he said, and, shakily placing a hand on the armrest, slowly down.
"Ah," he said, "thank you. Have I kept you waiting?"
"No," I told him. "I had just been reading." I picked up my book from the floor
and sat in my chair opposite him.
"It is very good of you to come. And with such short notice." He took a deep pull
from his cigar. His English was impeccable, much better than when I had heard him
before on television. If I had heard the two separately, I would have sworn they were
different men. "Is your room alright? Please tell me if there is anything I can get you."
"No, it's fine. You have a beautiful country here. Such wonderful architecture, as I
am sure everyone tells you. It's really a wonder."
"Of course." Something sounding like a chair fell in a far off section of the
building. Castro looked quickly around.
"Is everything okay?"
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"How should Iknow?" he said. "I am sitting here with you." He finally pulled his
cigar from his mouth. "I am sure everything is fine. I have men everywhere."
I looked around, but saw no one. The building was built in a sort of GrecoSpanish hybrid, or what the German neo-baroque style stole from both. The main room
was large and open, with rows of tall columns connecting the floors. I imagined men
standing behind each of the columns and holding automatic rifles across their chests.
Again I felt the sensation of being on stage, an actor in another's script, which felt both
frighteningly uncomfortable and oddly reassuring. Castro set his cane on the floor and
crossed his legs.

' _

"Would you like a cigar?" he asked, pulling an unlit one from his inside pocket.
I stood up and took it. After I bit off the end he lit it for me.
"Funny," I couldn't help myself from commenting as I sat back down, "but I
thought you had quit smoking."
"Yes," he said, "in public. Smoking was no good. It was killing people. Who will
stop smoking if their leader smokes? This, of course," he said, motioning with his cigar,
"is just between us."
I took a pull from my own cigar. Looking over at Castro, at his height, his weight,
his eye color, even the way he sat, I realized that I knew more about him than anyone else
in the world, fact and figures about his life, his children's and parents' lives. I continued
looking him up and down, sorting out the pieces.
Castro grinned, this time in obvious mirth.
"I suppose, Mr. Matthews," he said, "you think you have me figured out."

"I don't know why you've asked me here," I replied.
Castro's smile faded. He spread his legs again and leaned closer to me, balancing
his weight on his knee. "What if I told you there were no guards out there? What if I told
you I was alone? And further, what if I told you that that sound earlier was probably
someone on his way to kill me—or, since you are here, too, on his way to kill us both?"
I tried to keep my face still, to show I was not falling for what seemed to be a
bluff to scare me for some reason, get me off guard, but I couldn't help looking past
Castro, searching the walls for movement.
Castro must have noticed. "You are curious about the building? Come," he said,
standing slowly up, "let us stretch our legs."
Though he had trouble sitting and standing, Castro had plenty of energy to move
around. We walked the halls of the theater, where he showed me statues done by Moretti,
walked me into the 1,500 seat Garcia Lorca theater where they were in the middle of
performing the final scenes of Carmen, and he told me stories of when Sarah Bernhardt
supposedly came to Havana and the local men thought she was a European prostitute. "It
was not very good for the Cuban image at the time," Castro said. "We looked like a
bunch of Spanish pimps."
"To Cubans, image has always been important," Castro went on as we circled
around back to where we had earlier been seated. "Possibly more than other countries, in
Cuba our image is our strength."
When we reached the chairs, I helped Castro this time into his seat, could feel his
wiry body beneath his clothes.

"On April 20, 1961," he said as I walked over to the opposite chair, "I helped the
leader of Cuba sit down in a hospital bed just a little ways from here, the bed from where
he decided on his next course of action, one which would change the history of Cuba
forever. And decisions needed to be made, for we were at the time, you might recall, in
the middle of an invasion by your country."
"TheBayofPigs/'Isaid.
"There is much American intelligence never discovered about the invasion. We
lost over five thousand men, well over the two thousand estimated by your government.
And secondly, Fidel Castro was with the rest of his soldiers in combat at the Bay. It is
hard not to be involved when it is your people being shot at. It was then he was fatally
wounded, later to be brought back to the capital city, where in the hospital they attempted
to treat him for his wounds but were unsuccessful."
I am sure I looked perplexed.
"There is no way to combat the most powerful country in the world, your country
with the most powerful stories. But we did it. Castro knew he was going to die, yet he
had the courage to take Cuba and its people in a direction that would keep them
sovereign, free from aggressors such as the United States. Free from your version of
things."
"I don't understand," I let him know. "So you lived?"
"I did live. I was only a hospital orderly who happened to be on duty that night. I
saw more than I should, it is true. On April 21 s t , Fidel Castro died. I was the one who

closed his eyes. And on April 29 , after 'recovering' from his wounds, Fidel Castro was
born again."

*

Felipe Guillermo de Habana, as he was called when he was born, was not the first Fidel
Castro. Nor, he went on to tell me, was he the second. There are no records of how many
Castros there have been, for with records there is proof and with proof there is
culpability, and so the possibility of blackmail and exposure. If there was one thing they
took from the first Fidel Castro it was this: Leave no trace.
Felipe figured he was probably somewhere around the twentieth Castro, but there
may have been more, many more. "There is no real knowing how many, as there is no
record. There are only the people involved, and even those people eventually die or are
killed. New people take their place, but I am the only one left alive from the first April
1961 cross over from one body to the next. I was not part of the Castro illusion, but was
only contacted a little over a decade ago, after one Castro was killed when his diving suit
was infected with a flesh eating fungus—not as unusual as you may think. There wasn't
much left of him when I arrived, but he was still alive."
When I asked him why they continued it, if it was for power or something else, he
told me that many times it may have been for power, but originally it was not.
"The first was very specific about why he came to his decision: To keep Cuba
free. He apologized on his deathbed for the many firing squads, and for not holding
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democratic elections. He said he wanted to, but that then it was too late. He mentioned
your grandfather. Because of him, he said, because of the Castro he had created, Castro
the man could not die. He could not easily be replaced for the Cuban people. Those
articles your grandfather wrote had changed him from a man into a symbol, and there is
no going back."
He went to stand up, pushing himself slowly to his feet against the armrest. I went
over and pulled him the rest of the way. When I went to hand him his cane, he held my
hand. "I want to be able to relax with my family," he said. "I still have children alive. I
want to lie in the sand without worries. I don't want to live with all of this history on my
back any longer. If you print your obituary, I will make it true. Or true enough, as things
go. You will be the first, I the last."

3. Galapagos
A few weeks after I returned home, I was sitting in a bar and flipping through a magazine
when I came across this cartoon. It had a picture of Castro in it, big nosed, with his usual
beard, military cap, and cigar. In the cartoon he was being offered a Galapagos turtle as a
pet—but declines after discovering that they only live one hundred years. "That's the
problem with pets," he says. "You get attached to them and then they die on you."
I have lived my entire life five thousand miles away from him, yet I cannot yet
imagine a world without Castro.

*

I called Judy after work today and asked if she would meet me for a drink. She said yes,
she would love to, and more than that, she had been waiting for me to call.
"I was sure you would someday," she said.
"How could you be so sure?"
"Well, I wasn't sure actually," she said. "I hoped. How about that? But it felt the
same."
Over drinks, I imagine what Castro's death might sound like told by someone
else, in newspapers, across the Internet, by the Cuban government, by our own, by a mob
of screaming Cuban-Americans. What would it sound like if I said it? Castro is dead.
Above us, television screens hang over the bar. What does it feel like when the death of
the imagination finally comes?
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THE LIVES OF OTHERS

During the afternoon reception following Felicia's funeral, a tall man wearing only a
cream-colored summer dress and a pair of unlaced carpentry boots walked slowly down
the street in front of my house. It was a typical September day in Mississippi; I had only
been outside a few minutes and already a layer of sweat covered my forehead and upper
lip. A woman I had never met before said—as we walked herd-like to the burial plot—
Who can care about death in all this heat? Before we were married and I had yet to visit
the south, Felicia described Mississippi humidity as a damp set of underwear. Antique
underwear, she would say, the kind you see New Orleans prostitutes wearing in pictures
from the turn of the century, the kind with the puffy white arms. Felicia was very specific
about her analogies, which she constantly made as though life could be best understood
by comparison.
I had seen the man in the dress before-he was the subject of many stories passed
around in bars by college students and young professionals-but I hadn't seen him this
close. As he walked across the street his legs seemed to be made of rubber, bowing out at
the knee slightly with each step. (I assumed he was high on something, crack, perhaps,
then chastised myself at the stereotypes such an assumption made.) He was a large man,
maybe six-foot-three or -four, his frame much too big for the dress, which was the size of
a young girl's and covered with tiny ruffles; the elastic of its short puffy sleeves cut into
the meat of the man's biceps. Minus its wearer, the dress looked like something from an
episode of Anne of Green Gables or Little House on the Prairie. It was fifty years old, at
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least, and for a moment I wondered where he happened to locate such a thing in as good a
condition. His mass of dreadlocks reached past his shoulders and the tattoo of a gun
covered the inside of his right forearm; the contrasts between dress and man were
hypnotic. He looked as though he could have been, in another outfit-or another life-a
football running back, or the charismatic lead singer of an L.A. punk band. Years ago,
though. Age or drink or drugs or all of them had done obvious damage to his body. He
looked unhealthy; large, but just as immensely weak. Yet he had presence still, and size.
Only by a miracle did the dress manage to cover all the necessary parts. His powerful
legs stretched to what seemed an obscene length below the hemline and his tan leather
boots were worn almost white. My own clothing, black jeans, shirt, and sports coat,
seemed, though not unappealing, all of a sudden suspect of a certain amount of drabness,
an unintentional safety. I continued staring for some time. The road was not twenty feet
from the porch where I held my drink.
Before I noticed him walking along, I had been finishing my fifth or sixth
whiskey and ginger ale, and, with my eyes squinted, had been writing my name in the
humid summer air with my index finger: A-L-A-N. Then I began tracing the outline of
Hercules, the abandoned chemical plant in the distance. When I saw the man in the dress,
I only had to move my finger an inch or two to trace the mass of tight black dreadlocks
covering his head. I didn't return to my senses until he yelled, Hello, dah-ling! packing
the syllables with an uncomfortable sensuality. He must have assumed I had been
pointing at him and so began waving at me, one foot forward as though about to
approach. I raised the half-empty drink in my hand in a tired salute, trying to be polite,
but not so much as to encourage him. The reception's guests began talking more loudly in
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the house behind me; I thought I could pick out Sylvia's high-pitched laughter, then
reminded myself she was in the backyard with the other children. I had been watching her
earlier. She was never really good at sports, and, as she chased the blue frisbee across the
grass, her legs were like two misshapen pinwheels flapping desperately behind her.
I heard the door behind me open then quickly shut again. My glass was still raised
in the air. Christ. Intoxicated as I was, grinning with my drink raised to the cross-dressed
man smiling and waving back at me from the middle of the street, I knew it must have
made quite a picture for the guests. I imagined for an instant that I wasn't me, but one of
them. Or that I was watching a movie about someone else. A comedy about some guy
drunk on the porch making an ass of himself after his wife's funeral. Fucking moron, I
mumbled (glass still raised), though even I was unclear about who I was talking about.
The man in the dress continued waving enthusiastically in my direction.

*

We had been married only three years when Felicia died from a ruptured brain aneurysm
resulting in an immediate stroke. Her coworkers said she died instantaneously, that she
let out a brief scream then crumpled to the concrete floor, cutting a long gash in her
forehead on a desk as she fell. The doctors said Felicia was most likely already
neurologically dead by the time she struck her head, so she wouldn't have felt the metal
corner slicing into her. They said she likely wouldn't have suffered much when the stroke
happened, and perhaps not at all. No one knows what occurs at the end of a life, they
said. The brain, in its final moments, may choose to interpret something as ecstasy rather
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than pain. They added that it was not uncommon to die from a rapid aneurysm, certainly
not as strange as it seemed, and that thousands of people died in just this manner each
year, but I had trouble comprehending Felicia as statistical, as part of a chart or graph.
Just three months before she died, Felicia, her daughter Sylvia, and I moved to
Mississippi to be closer to her parents. Many boxes still remained half-unpacked in stacks
and piles around the house. I imagined it looked as though a stun grenade had gone off,
not the real ones they use in soccer riots or the like, but the ones from Star Trek that
explode in blue and actually stop time, Felicia's push-up bra still on the bedside table, a
half-filled cup of coffee beside it, a thin layer of milk and mold covering the surface.
Sylvia and I had always been close, so the transition to living without Felicia
wasn't as hard as it might have been. She and I had a relationship that wasn't exactly
parent to child, but it was parental of a sort. Parental enough, I supposed. Felicia had
worked sixty hours a week as an architect's assistant and I held a teacher's schedule, so it
was usually me who made Sylvia's bed, checked her homework off at night, or made sure
she brushed her teeth in a circular motion. The stepfather role was harder to nail down
than I imagined it to be from seeing the roles of stepparents in movies or in the houses of
childhood friends. It was hard to explain; something along the lines of a best friend, but
one Sylvia couldn't quite remember why she had. Sometimes, when washing her hair in
the tub or tucking her in at night, when, like usual, Felicia had to work late, Sylvia would
tell me that I was the her favorite person in the world or that she loved me more than
anyone, even God, and I couldn't help but be very moved by such statements. I was
suddenly in a very high position indeed.
One morning I was explaining to her how the Internet worked. She wanted to play
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on the American Girl website, something every second grade girl did, but our wireless
card wasn't picking up any signal.
Though it was a weekday, Sylvia wasn't ready to go back to school and the chair
of my department had given me the semester off from the university. During the time
immediately after Felicia's death, I let Sylvia stay in bed as long as she wanted, even
moved the living room television into her bedroom. She spent most of those first few
weeks after the funeral zoned out watching Disney. (Who knows what is healthy for a
child after a parent dies?) I was happy for the change of pace—playing on the internet
seemed a step up from television, a bit more interactive—so I was angry the signal
wouldn't come in. I tried resetting the wireless box, then unplugging everything and
plugging it all in again, but nothing worked and I was not only a little afraid that any little
thing might set Sylvia off into the fits of crying and screaming she only recently gained
control over. After trying everything I could think of, I slammed the wireless box on the
floor three or four times.
In times of crisis, I lecture. I was just explaining how websites weren't stored
inside the computer, that they are shipped in little packets of information over
underground cables and satellite transmissions, all of this ending up sounding much more
like magic than I had wanted it to, when there was a knock at the front door.
Though normally bowled over by the idea of a visitor, Sylvia didn't even look up.
Is that what happened to Mom? she asked. I noticed she hadn't touched her breakfast at
all, and that the now gelatinous cereal had completely absorbed the milk.
What do you mean? I said, glancing towards the door then back at her. I don't
think Mom is on the internet, I said. That would be weird, Sylvie. Kind of creepy, too.
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You know what I mean, she said, and I did. I always figured she got enough
religion at school.
Heaven, she said in a whisper.
Right, I said, smiling. I pushed my hand into her hair. If she is anywhere, I said,
that's where she would be. We don't know any better people than Mom, I said. We never
will.
I picked up the bowl of cereal and placed her also untouched container of
strawberry yogurt in its place.
But I want to know where you think she is? Sylvia said, doing that thing with her
eyes when she opens them all the way, stares at you, and doesn't blink. For some reason
she thinks this is intimidating.
At least pretend to eat your breakfast, I said, opening the yogurt and placing a
spoon in it. The knock sounded louder this time. Jesus, I mumbled. I crouched down in
front of Sylvia. Look—. Her eyes had softened a bit. I remembered what Felicia looked
like at the hospital. Her skin grayish yellow. Her face bruised a deep purple by the fall to
the concrete. I had to make an effort to recognize her, to think: This is Felicia, now puffy
and swollen, a balloon filled with water. Another knock at the door. I swallowed. Eat
your breakfast, I said, standing again. Then I'll fix this. I tapped the laptop quickly with
my finger as I walked out of the room and into the foyer.
*

When I finally pulled open the door I recognized Sylvia's father, his thinning hair worn
long hanging over a faded orange T-shirt. It was mid-October. I immediately felt the heat
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and humidity pull against my skin as it crawled into the air-conditioned house.
Hey, he said, turning around. Hello, Al. I began to think maybe no one was home
or something.
I hadn't seen Norman in a little over a year. In the beginning, before I came into
the picture and on into the first year of Felicia's and my marriage, he had been very
involved in Sylvia's life, keeping her on the weekends and every other holiday. But then
he moved to Mexico with some business partners and only visited her once or twice
since. On Sylvia's seventh birthday they didn't even speak over the phone. Though
Felicia and I became increasingly frustrated with his lack of involvement, we never
disparaged him in front of Sylvia, choosing instead not to mention him at all.
Hello, Norm, I said. Aside from the T-shirt, he was wearing jeans and expensive
looking black leather boots, the kind one might see in Vanity Fair. A pair of sunglasses
hung from his neck; not on a strap, just dangling from the earpieces. No, we're here, I
said, obviously. Just a little quiet these days. You want to come in? I said, moving aside.
Sure, thanks, he said, but only peeking his head into the doorway. In a whisper he
added, But, hey, Alan, could we talk outside for a sec? Just in private, you know.
Is she—? he asked, motioning again inside with his head.
Who? I said. Norman relaxed backwards, widening his eyes at me like Sylvia
does.
Yeah, I said, turning my head over my shoulder; often Sylvia was so quiet I didn't
notice when she entered a room. She's just finishing up her breakfast, I said, and when I
turned back around Norman was just a foot away. I could feel his breath against my face.
You picked a strange time to stop by, I said, gesturing outside.
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By the time I shut the door, Norman had taken a seat on the bench swing. I
walked out to the front steps and looked out at the empty morning street, the lines of
houses on the other side, the field beyond. I never saw the people living in those homes in
their daytime lives. I stuck my head out past the edge of the porch and glanced both ways
down the street, half-expecting to see the man in the dress wandering towards me waving
his arms.
I'm sorry about Felicia, Norman said, kicking back in the swing, his head pointed
away from the house. A horrible way for a person to die, and so suddenly. On his shirt
was the logo of some college basketball team I half-recognized. I'm sorry, he said again.
He let the swing slip down and threw one boot up on the other knee, and then, legs
crossed, he rocked back and forth over the porch.
I came back as soon as I could after hearing about Felicia. I couldn't make the
funeral, there were some things. I got here as soon as I could.
Sylvia will be very happy about that, I'm sure, I said.
I hope so, he said, placing his hands on his knees. That's why I came.
I'm sure she'd love to see you, I said. You guys should go out for some dinner.
I'll go inside and tell her you're here, I said, turning the door handle.
Hang on, Norman said, standing up and placing his hands against his sides, then
stuffing them into his pockets. He looked down and lightly kicked one boot against the
other as though trying to get some dirt off, though they were very clean. I kept my hand
on the door.
Why I'm here, he said.
Norman didn't say anything else, just rocked a little on the heels of his boots. I
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dropped my hand from the wall.
His cell phone rang. Shit, he said, pulling out his phone, hang on. Hello? No, I'm
telling him now. Norman looked over at me. I'll call you back. Just wait in the car, okay?
I love you, too. He then hung up and rolled the phone around in his palm. Sorry about
that, he said.
Girlfriend?
Yeah, sort of. His eyes shifted in their sockets like pinballs. My wife, actually.
We just got married.
Congratulations, I said.
Thanks.
We stood some more. Look, Norman, if you're nervous to see Sylvia, don't be,
she'll be fine. She's tough.
I'm not nervous to see my own daughter. Norman straightened himself as though
inspecting the fit of a new suit in a mirror. Look, I'm taking Sylvia to live with us, my
wife and I.
I watched as he brushed his hair out of his face, pushing it behind his ears. I bent
my head down and laughed a little into my shirt. I looked up at Norman, at his T-shirt
from college, his long but balding hair, his beady eyes and his fake Italian boots.
Come on, I said.
He stepped forward, holding out his hand. This doesn't mean you wouldn't see
her. You would, will. Jill and I discussed that already and we would love for you to come
up. Whenever you want.
Jill?
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It's for the best, Alan, he said, putting his hands down. Anyhow, it's done.
She doesn't even know who you are. His mouth fell open for a second but he
closed it again. She didn't even notice you weren't at her birthday party, Norman.
Careful, Norman said.
I covered my right ear with my hand as I turned towards the door. Um, look, fuck
off, Norman. It was nice seeing you, but call next time. I pulled the door open.
Hey, Alan, Norman said, walking towards me, his boots clicking against the
wood. Let me inside to—
Without looking, I lifted my right arm back to block him from the doorway and
heard a pop behind me like the crunching of a snail under a foot.
Fuck! Norman yelled, both hands held up to his face. Blood began dripping
through his fingers, splattering on the white porch floor.
Norman—Jesus. I moved towards him and he stumbled back from me, holding a
bloody hand out to me as he scattered down the steps.
Stay the fuck, he said.
I stopped at the top of the steps. Norman stood on the edge of the road, about
fifteen feet away. He dropped the other hand from his face and inspected the mess. His
face below his cheeks was covered in blood where he had smeared it around and more
continued to fall from his nose. The tip was bent up and to the left. Norman held up his
hands, looked up at me, and smiled. Blood flew off his lips as he yelled.
You're fucked, he said. My lawyer is going to take—. He waved his hands wildly
at me, the house. He paused, raising his bloody palm in front of his face, as though
surprised it was there. Everything she left you.
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I walked towards the house.
I'm coming back with the police, he continued. I'm going to pick up my daughter.
Have her stuff ready, Alan. When the police are done with you—.
I shut the door.

*

The toilet flushed as I walked into the dining room. Sylvia had finished her yogurt while I
was out and poured another bowl of cereal, which sat soaking in milk. After a few
seconds she emerged from the bathroom.
I had to go number two, she said.
Great, I said, taking a seat at the table.
She laughed more than politely at our inside joke, and I realized I hadn't seen her
laugh since her mom died. Even when I came into her room drunk after the reception and
sat on the floor by her bed and told her about the man in the girl-sized dress waving at me
and smiling—she didn't even laugh, but reached out from her bed and placed her hand on
my hair as though she understood what I meant and what I felt.
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COLOR TELEVISION

It was 1953 when I met him. It was the year before he died, the year of the hydrogen
bomb, the same year the Rosenbergs were killed. The structure of DNA had been found
and the music of Charlie Parker was everywhere. I had only an evening with him. Soon
after, he was gone for everyone.
"People never die," my mother used to say. "They fade away." Years later, she
died from an aneurism in her sleep.
Auguste said that it is death, and not life, which movies resemble.

The evening we met, the north wind was blowing from Canada, cutting across the dark
blue awnings outside; the suspended canvas whipped and bubbled. From below, it looked
like the ocean's surface, and everything beneath was the ocean itself. I had just turned
eighteen.
New York was unusually cold that winter; weathermen's voices announced
somewhat sadly over living room radios that it was too cold to snow. Christmas came
and went. Holiday tourists explored the city. The restaurant where I worked as a bus boy
was in the center of Broadway.
Earlier that fall, my father had taken me to see Arthur Miller's, The Crucible. He
subscribed to The Masses and went to meetings Tuesday nights with other men from the
print shop where he worked. He didn't speak throughout the play, the intermission, or on
the subway ride home. It was my first time to see a play. During the show, the silent

audience and my father disappeared, and I felt the actors' words were spoken directly to
me, like a curse or incantation.

I didn't know my parents in their pedestrian lives as they were always at work. After I got
a job, we were at the apartment different times. I only saw them when they returned
home—my father in the morning, my mother in the evening. But they were most often
too tired to speak then, and we simply said we loved one another and went our own ways.
I was fourteen, fifteen, sixteen.

The restaurant always emptied just before eight, only a few stragglers remaining. An old
man sat slumped over in the corner booth. He had been there the past three nights, only
that night he remained after closing, and, as I finished my closing duties, I dreaded
having to send him out into the cold.
After about an hour, a man in a black suit came to the door of the restaurant.
"Ah—there you are," he said, moving towards the corner booth. "Augie," he said. "Wake
up, Augie." His voice was beautiful to hear. At first, it sounded just like anyone else from
New Jersey. But then I noticed the care he took with his words, the time he took to
pronounce each syllable. I stopped where I was, wiping off the counter, and stared, as he
rousted the old man from sleep.
"Hey—hey you," he said. "Young man." I went back to washing the table and
pretended I didn't hear him. I was embarrassed that I had been caught staring at two
strangers. "Augie," he said again. I headed for the kitchen doors.
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"Wait," the man shouted. I turned around. "Would you get us some coffee? I need
to get him back to his hotel."
"We're closed." I said. "I already dumped out all of the coffee."
"Please," he said.

After I finished closing, I walked into the kitchen to check on the coffee. "What're they
still doing here?" the cook asked. Many cooks came and went at that restaurant. All I
remember are his tattoos: an infantryman's rifle on his forearm, a Star of David on his
bicep.
"I hope you don't expect me to stay and wait," he said.
"No, it's fine," I told him. "I have my own keys."
The rear door slammed shut and then clicked as it was locked from the outside.
Drops of coffee hissed against the burner as I pulled away the pot.

During the evenings before, the old man stood out from the crowd. His charcoal gray
suits were obviously made very well, though of a cut that seemed out of date. His eyes
were closed, and his mustache fanned against the Formica countertop. I thought that this
was the oldest man I had ever seen. He looked both fragile and enduring.
"Thank you," the younger man said when I brought him the cup.
"Sorry about earlier," I said. "I'm Jason."
"Thank you, Jason. I have been looking all over for my godfather, here." He
looked both at me and past me at the same time. "I live in Ft. Lee, but he's not from
here."
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"He's only been coming here the last couple of nights," I said. "He's usually gone
by now, though."
"We'll leave soon." He rubbed the old man's back gently with the palm of his
hand. "Here, Augie. Here, have some coffee." He attempted to lift the old man gently off
the table by the shoulder.
"Let me help you," I said. The man nodded and together we propped him against
the back of the booth. As I held him by the chest, the man ran the cup of coffee under the
old man's nose. His eyes fluttered. In another moment, they were open. He looked at me,
then at the man. "Antony," he said with a thick French accent, and opened his mouth in a
wide smile, his moustache covering his upper row of teeth.

The theaters across the street emptied. Men and women glanced down the street, lit a
cigarette or buttoned a coat, and dispersed like smaller tributaries from the larger current.
I turned off the lights in the back office and kitchen, then everything in the front of the
restaurant except the coffee pot. The two men talked in the booth. I grabbed a root beer
from the cooler and my old school bag and walked over to the booth. Antoine, the
younger of the two, sounded rather angry. He looked up at me as I approached, then
began to stand.
"No, please. I'm in no rush."
"A young kid," Antoine said, "you must have thousands of places to go. Girls."
He began to pull his wallet out from his jacket.
"I still live with my parents," I said. I placed my bag on the floor and sat down
opposite them.
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"When I was your age," he said, "I had ten girlfriends." He replaced his wallet.
"Really, I've got no place to be," I said, eager to talk to them more.
"I usually would just go home," I said. My face felt flushed. "Maybe watch the
end of Jackie Gleason or something."
Antoine looked at Auguste, who was smiling at me.
I wiped the back of my hand across my face and then, for some reason, looked
accusingly down at the bottle of root beer in my hand. When I looked back up, he was
still smiling at me. His brown-spotted hand shook as he raised his coffee to his lips.
Antoine laughed out loud. I blushed. He reached across and patted me on the
shoulder. It was the first time I remembered being touched in a while.
"Augie here," he said, "had something to do with—well, Jackie Gleason."
"You know Jackie Gleason?" I directed my question at the older man, Auguste,
for the first time.
"Sorry," I said.
"I like Mr. Gleason," he began, then let out a series of coughs and Antoine handed
him a handkerchief. "But he should have stuck with Life of Riley.'"
"It was funny," he said, his voice sounding like a muffled orchestra.
"We should go," Antoine said. He grabbed his jacket with one hand and slipped
the other under Auguste's armpit.

Dew had begun to settle and then harden, creating a thin layer of ice over the sidewalk
and road outside. Auguste had already slipped once as I was locking the front door. "I can
walk," he said unsurely, as if talking to himself. Antoine and I each held him by an arm.

63
"It's just in the evening sometimes," Antoine said quietly to me behind Antoine's
back. "Sometimes he gets tired." He looked up the empty street one way, then the other.
"I'll go look for a cab," he said. Auguste and I leaned against the side of the restaurant as
Antoine made his way trepidatiously up the sidewalk.

I was nervous holding so tightly onto Auguste's body, but every time I tried to find a
more relaxing, less intimate pose, his body began to slip.
"Is that your school bag?" he asked. "You are an artist?" I was puzzled and
looked down. The panel of a comic book drawing on tracing paper stuck out of my bag.
For years I read every Batman comic I could find. I liked Superman and Captain
Marvel and the rest, but Batman seemed like a more real character. He wasn't alone. He
had his butler, Alfred. Other heroes lived largely alone. Without Alfred, Batman would
have many times never recovered from his wounds. Alfred told him when to fight a battle
and when to stay. Without Alfred's advice, he would be lost in Gotham.
The panel Auguste saw was of a character based on Alfred, the butler of another
hero I made up and have long since forgotten. I had placed the tracing paper over
different panels of Batman comics, substituting my own hero in his place. It felt fine at
the time, but I was ashamed that Auguste had seen it.
"No," I said. "I just copied that."
"Most of my life has been spent copying other people's work—or them copying
mine." He coughed into his sleeve and his entire chest shook in my grip. What if he died
right there? Though I didn't want to admit it, I had an intense longing that moment to get
away from him.
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"As long as you're not simply copying," he said, "but improving, too."
He stared at the theater buildings across the street.
"Were you an artist?" I asked.
"I was a scientist."
"Neat," I said. "What did you study?"
"Movies."

Antoine came back, but there were no taxis to be found. "I walked five blocks in each
direction," he said, craning his head again up and down the street. "Nothing."
"Where is he staying," I asked. "Maybe I could help. If it's not far."
"The Hilton."
I had never been there, but knew it was over thirty blocks away.
"There's a subway platform up here a ways," I said.

The walking seemed to warm Auguste up and began talking in French to Antoine. I liked
how the language sounded, like an ancient song or a poem when he spoke, and I was a
little sad when Antoine suddenly talked to me in English.
"Did you see The Wizard ofOzT' he asked.
"Of course," I said. "It was amazing, the color. Everything."
"£a mefaitplaisir"

Auguste said.

"Why?" yelled Antoine, stopping. The subway was just a few blocks ahead.
Antoine had let go of Auguste and begun pacing on the street, so I balanced Auguste's
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weight evenly between my hand and shoulder. We slipped a bit on the ice. Auguste made
as though to speak, then began a fit of coughing.
"Where is the subway," Antoine said, putting his arm again around Auguste. "Up
here?"

"They used him," Antoine said after half a block of silence, then he mumbled for the next
few steps. "They wrote to him in Lyon and said they wanted to 'honor him' at the
unveiling of the first color television." Auguste coughed. "They just wanted to look
authentic for their stockholders." He spoke as though Auguste was no longer there. "I
told him that, I told him. But he insisted to come."
He looked at Auguste, who seemed not to hear but was instead watching our
reflections move and distort in the store windows as we walked.
Antoine reached into his jacket and pulled out a small piece of wood, about six
inches by four, and shaped like a heart with the point facing out instead of in. The wood
was purple. The words "For August Lumiere: Inventor of the Cinema" were engraved on
a small brass plate in the center.
"They couldn't even get his name right," Antoine said, stuffing it back into his
coat.

Auguste had a twenty-minute coughing spell. Antoine went to try to find a cab once
more. We sat on a bench and waited.
"There was a year when people would ask all the time how old I was," Auguste
said. He took a deep breath, releasing a billow of vapor into the air.
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He took my gloveless hand in his.
"Antoine's father, Francois, worked for us," he said, more to the city than to me.
"Antoine takes after him. Stubborn." Auguste began to cough again, and I stood up and
looked down the road to see if I could see Antoine.
"He filmed bullfights in Spain," Auguste coughed, "the coronations of Russian
tsars."
I saw Antoine coming back towards us, walking in the middle of the empty street.
"I didn't come here to see color television," Auguste said, looking down the street
to where Antoine stood in the street, shifting his gaze up and down, looking for cars.

We walked the last blocks to the subway in silence. Every so often, the train below us
would let out a wail.
A small crowd of people in front of a shop window stood between us and the
subway stairs a few yards ahead. Inside the window was a television, perhaps only fifteen
inches wide. A young man not much older than I was behind the window, walking in
front of the television and holding an extension cord. Without speaking, we all stopped
when we reached the crowd. The man with the cord pushed back a white curtain behind
the television and hopped out of the window platform. I was still holding Auguste's hand.
A few seconds after that man hopped away from the window, I gave the hand a squeeze
and waited. It think we were all holding our breath. Auguste squeezed back.
When the television came on there were gasps in the crowd, then a few people
began to cheer. An applause rose from the crowd. I let go of Auguste's hand and began to
clap. I soon noticed I had taken a few steps forward, away from the two men. Antoine
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was crying. Auguste stared at the television. Looking behind me, I couldn't get the idea
out of my mind that the two of them looked as though they were floating away on a small
ship.
"The television is just colored dots," Auguste said. "It's your eyes that put it
together."
Antoine either waved or rubbed his face with the sleeve of his coat. Then he took
Auguste's arm in his, and they headed towards the subway stairs.

I lived not far from the restaurant. As I passed it, I glanced across the street and noticed
the windows of the theaters capturing my reflection as I walked.
When I got home, I looked in on my mother. As usual, she was sleeping alone in
my parents' bed (the same bed she would quietly die in the following year, after I left for
an arts college in California). I kissed her on the forehead and gently pulled the door shut
as I backed out of the room.
The Times was open on the dining room table where my dad had left it next to his
empty coffee mug and greasy plate. There was an advertisement for the first RCA color
television for $1,000. Next to it were articles about Lavrenti Beria's execution, Albert
Schweitzer's Nobel Prize, and Eisenhower's "Atoms for Peace" program. In his speech to
the United Nations, Eisenhower said, "The United States pledges before you—and
therefore before the world—its determination to help solve the fearful atomic dilemma—
to devote its entire heart and mind to find the way by which the miraculous inventiveness
of man shall not be dedicated to his death, but consecrated to his life."
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I received an anonymous postcard that summer at work—my last summer in New
York—saying that Auguste Lumiere had died at his villa in Montplairir, France. He was
ninety-three years old. A small service of family and friends was to be held the following
week on the premises, followed by a public reception.
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THE AMBER ROOM

It is striking in its finish. In its ubiquitous reflection of the surrounding lights it appears
incandescent, the way it shines, and was even more impressive some twenty years ago
when it was still new, still smelled of lacquer and sawdust. Sabrina and I couldn't help
but be drawn to this shiny, awkward thing with its thick wood corners situated like a
trophy in the middle of the restaurant, and after one busy Thursday night when everyone
had left but us—us still prone then to celebrating after a busy night, everything was still
that extraordinary in our minds, the bar, that it was ours—we put our naked bodies
against the coldness of the new wood. It was like taking possession in the largest
possible way astride that colossus, the most natural thing. But there was something
monstrous in it as well, and even then I could feel that our crying somehow added to
whatever that monstrosity was; to the permanence of it. With every cry from me and
every gasp from Sabrina, with every quick intake of breath like a thump into our lungs,
we were also saying that this was ours, now. Pulling hair, grabbing flesh, the hard wood.
All of it. As she clutched at my back and my hand pressed against the surface of the
wood, we anchored our bodies to this inhuman thing. Sabrina cried strongly into my ear,
I thumped my fist. Again and again and again.

The large amount of amber colored lights we had installed in the ceiling fixtures and
along the halls to the bathrooms. Those.

When we began remodeling the old building which was to become our bar, Sabrina said
that an amber light would create a softer, more inviting atmosphere for the customers.
Better than white.
"White is like the light at the end of the tunnel, James. Like a blank sheet of
paper. While amber, honey, amber is a spark. There's a life there."
We would walk in the haze of soft light, serving drink after sparkling drink,
answering eager questions about the new young couple in town, picking up plates wiped
clean.

In bed, my heartbeat is thunder, echoing my thoughts.
Has her body changed? The way she would move if we made love, would it
surprise me? Is her skin the same as I remember?
Should I touch it.

Out across this smoke-filled room I see legs forever crossed ankle over foot, women
embalmed in make up, trails of cigarette smoke lingering from small nostrils. I see old
men's eyes fixed to the space above their drinks, spinning ice cubes against their glasses
with small black straws: endless motion. I hear an always echoing laughter from a joke
unsaid, or maybe only unheard from where I stand behind my oak fortress, this barricade
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of glassware. I feel my hand endlessly drying the same pint glass with the same terry
cloth for hours without cease, running its familiar fabric inside the same smooth surface
in circle after another.

"As though I'm swimming, James," Sabrina continues on between mint-scented puffs.
"To the bar. To the fireplace. To the kitchen. To, well, everywhere. It's like.. .being in
the Atlantic Ocean. Buoyant, like foam. When I was a young girl, I was amazed how the
ocean water was so salty and seemed to hold you in place. The wind carried you if it was
there, but if not, the ocean held you. I would lay out in the water on my back,
suspended."

When Sabrina was a young girl she had suspected brilliance in sincerity. In her
childhood she saw herself becoming a lawyer.
She always wanted to travel to the Andes of Brazil. She imagined placing a ripe,
hard coffee bean on her tongue.

I love Sabrina. Love, love, love, love, love her. How could I describe my love for her?
It is too immense, has gone on for too long. It has moved beyond love into another,
perhaps more beneficial, form.
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I may once have been able to sum up what this love meant, in the beginning, but
now it has too many alleyways, too many passages and closets, some shut now.

"Sometimes," she says, "and I know this is strange, but sometimes I'm walking
somewhere, across the room maybe, I don't know; to get an empty glass maybe—and I
am getting there, I'm walking over there, but then, listen: something happens. I get
distracted or lost or something and I find that I'm right back where I started. Back behind
the bar again. Looking out again at that empty glass still on the table which I swear I was
only a moment ago reaching for."

It is not yet to separate beds, but the distance between bodies is enough. Or is it? A few
inches, sure, sure.

What I can say about gold's cousin, amber. It wraps in weight. A heavy color, giving the
feeling of security, of serenity not far perhaps from the feeling given by the opium plant,
but on much lesser a scale. Everybody wants to be wrapped tight, weighed down. Why
they sleep in thick comforters. Why Sabrina stays in the bathtub for hours, fills the water
to the edge, plugging the drain on the side of the tub with a washcloth. I check on her
every so often, afraid she has fallen asleep. For millions of years amber has held bugs
and twigs in pure form forever young, as if not a day has passed. We can see these things
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in the perfect space they were captured in, when the sap dripped down from the trees
above while they weren't looking. We all scream when we come out into the open air for
the first time shuttling into the doctor's arms, and I want to know if we ever really
stopped.

We leave the windows open. Cigarettes pile in ashtrays around the house.

Possibly the greatest boxer ever, Muhammad Ali, was never the same man after those last
few tremendous blows to the head. No one knows for sure during which fight they
actually occurred, but he most likely continued boxing around the pain. In many ways he
is now a ghost among us. A chronicle of duration.

When the car's transmission went out, we walked the mile and a half home from the bar.
It was the first of winter and the cold ate at my cheeks.

Last week I came across an article in the New Yorker about a real Amber Room. It says
that in Russia there was once an entire room covered in mosaics of pure amber. Some of
them reached heights of thirteen feet. But on October 30, 1941, it was taken by the
invading Nazi army and was never found again after the war ended. Some people have

74
spent their entire lives searching for it. Now, a small group nearly has the entire structure
rebuilt from scratch using only some old photographs as their guides, staying all day over
small microscopes carving busts and torsos, miniature bayonets and cannons, slowly
working that soft material because it cannot be done too fast, amber is not much harder
than a fingernail, and so patience is necessary. They are not done yet though they have
been working for years. In a picture by the article a boyish looking young man reaches in
to set another piece among the amazing patchwork of soft amber stone. An old man next
to him in worn gray coveralls grins broadly.

Sabrina and I, we were our own celebrities. Each night was our night to shine, to put on a
show because they came here for the food, sure, for the drinks, but didn't they come for
us as well? Because it was ours? Back and forth from the kitchen to the bar, chatting up
the customers and bringing out plates heaped with meats and vegetables, breads and
sauces, the light glowed on our skin, reflecting who we wanted to be.

I filed the article on the Amber Room away with the rest—I have about fifty such pieces
now on the history of amber, from the jewelry of Neolithic times to its chemical structure
of cross linked polymers to the tears shed by the gods for Phaethon after his tragic fall.
The picture of the two men working together in amber I have placed here, above
the bar.
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Sabrina on the living room floor with packets of photographs spread around her in piles.
How she was taking them: slow, awkward, new. Sabrina remaining there for hours into
the evening. An untouched glass of red wine on the floor next to her.

PLACES

0. Anchor Falls, Oregon
Even now I can't think of a good reason I hung around with Rudolph Thomas except that
he was always there. We grew up together in Anchor Falls, an old Oregon railroad town
just north of the California border. In the late sixties, people had slowly stopped riding
trains. Companies were paying millions a year to send half-empty cars from state to state.
To make ends meet, they shut down hundreds of depots nationwide. After the Anchor
station closed, the city slowly assumed the qualities of an old photo. Grandpa Coleman
had worked for the station, first as a flagman on the rail, and eventually as ticket manager
in the depot ("Thankfully," he would say, "closer to the coffee"), and he used to show me
pictures of the city's gray buildings long ago, when they were still bustling dance halls
and bars, of antique shops when they were restaurants with chairs warmed by travelers
fresh from the train. Now children throw rocks through the windows of buildings their
grandfathers once worked in. I was one of them. It seemed as if every dent or crack we
made counted somehow towards our eventual release. My Grandfather died a few years
before then. The morning of my ninth birthday we got a phone call, then spent the rest of
the day reading magazines in the waiting room outside the hospital ICU. After the
funeral, I used my mother's camera and took pictures of the depot, thinking I would bury
them with my grandfather. Eventually I tucked them between the pages of one of my
Narnia books and forgot about them. In high school, my friends and I—either by reasons
of upbringing or disposition—took our frustrations out on the fragile things of the world:
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windows, mailboxes, neon signs. In those years—holding a smooth obsidian in my hand,
peering under my A's baseball cap in the quiet afternoon streets lined with twenty-yearold Buicks and paint-chipped houses—I often confused melancholy with disgust.

1. Alturas, New Mexico
Rudolph and I were constantly planning our escape, dreaming of following the railroad
tracks east or hitchhiking to the coast. The day after my high school graduation (Rudolph
had dropped out earlier that year), we stole my father's yellow pickup, pooled our small
bank accounts, and drove east. I had written a note for my mother that I was going to
leave on the dining room table as I left, but as I got out to fill up the pickup at a Nevada
gas station, I found the note shoved into my pocket, along with a condom and a stick of
chewing gum. Unused to travel, we never checked the oil, and the engine eventually
seized in northwest New Mexico. After scratching out the VIN number and removing the
plates, clearing our tracks, we stuck out bur thumbs. A red-headed truck driver got us
stoned from a skull-shaped purple bong for two hundred miles of highway, then dropped
us off at the first open restaurant in Alturas.
We got the cheapest hotel room we could find and eventually found jobs at the De
la Boca Club. The Boca, as it was generally called, was a trip-hop dance venue in an old
meat packing warehouse outside Alturas city limits. The owner, Juan Ferrera, was just a
few years older than we were.
As I came to understand it in my short time there, the Boca was a place for
strangers, people who didn't want to be seen or known, those who were too embarrassed
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of their desires, or simply unable to satisfy them anywhere else. Drunkenness,
masochism, sadism, pedophilia. Recently I came to the conclusion that I must have been
a part of this group somehow, if only in a common desire to witness the unusual. Nothing
else explains why I would have stayed as long as I did.
Most of the club's wait staff were boys and girls who, if asked, swore on their
mother's grave they were eighteen. I once glanced over at a busboy taking a leak in the
stall next to me. He didn't have a single hair—only a pink little gerkin on a mound of
flesh. "Fucking puta" the boy said as he, forgetting to zip up, pissed all over my shoes
and scurried away.

During what came to be my last night in Alruras, Rudolph—who, later that same night, I
left behind in the fifty miles of rocky desert surrounding the city—said, "We are the
sexual pulse." He jokingly pumped his hips by the bar alongside a group of women who
clutched their cocktails and purses to sagging chests, the high slits of their dresses
showing spider veins. The bass from Depeche Mode or Massive Attack—the deejay's
staple bands—covered the dimly lit room in waves of sound. Rudolph wore the usual:
tight black jeans, Converse sneakers, and no shirt. Half-Cherokee, he was 365 days a year
as dark as a Cuban boy in the middle of summer. The tallest of the group of women, a
blond with a diamond stud nose ring in her nostril, pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and ran
it slowly down the front of Rudolph's chest. I could hear her breathing from five feet
away in the noisy club. Once she got to his waistline, she shoved the money into crotch
of his jeans, lingering for a moment. When she was finished, the bright red line of her

upper lip arched in satisfaction for the half-second she paused before returning to the
group. "We crowd their thoughts," Rudolph said, continuing his original point while
readjusting his pants with his hand; he left the money where it was. The bartender,
Enrico, a squat, muscular Mexican with "Paso Robles" tattooed on the back of his neck,
reached over the bar and set four neon blue drinks on a tray. Rudolph drank one, spilling
a thin stream of blue liquid down his chin. He then threw the empty glass in the air,
picked up the tray, and disappeared into the crowd of dancing bodies.
By one in the morning, Rudolph was dancing on the small stage in the far right
corner with a small Asian girl named Jamie. Jamie was Juan's newest girl. She looked
fourteen at most. Her and Rudolph were only a minute or two into the dance, and he
already had her naked. De la Boca didn't have a skin license, but Juan must have paid
someone off because we never got bothered by the police. But Rudolph always took the
dancing a bit more seriously than the other guys. And Juan liked that. Customers liked it,
Juan said, so he liked it, and the rest of us pendejos could learn a thing or two. Rudolph's
teeth shone bright against his tan.
Three men sat at Rudolph and Jamie's stage staring and sipping their drinks, their
hands going into their pockets and coming out with bills. I turned my face away.
"Hey—Rich," Enrico yelled over the music. "Phone." I had never got a call there
before. As I started to move behind the bar, Enrico shoved his thick hand into my chest.
He jabbed his other thumb at the storage room door behind him. "Use the one in back,
cabron."
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The storage room was bisected by a padlocked gate running from end to end,
behind which sat boxes of wine and liquor. The phone was on the wall nearest the door.
The dangling receiver cord nearly touched the floor.
"Hello," I said after picking up.
The woman's voice sounded soft and muffled as though underwater. "Richard?"
she said, "Hello? The music's so loud. Hello? Richard? It's Heather, Heather Dunnoway."

*

The creme de la creme of our high school class, Heather Dunnoway and Brad Malcolm
always seemed more adult somehow. From the slowness of their walk and the patient
look in their eyes as they listened, they seemed more aware of things to come, as though
already resigned to the fact that the future was going to drag. (At the same time I was, in
a fumbling trial and error, fashion just becoming aware of such things as sexual positions,
punk music, Thai food, and good drugs.) But, in the middle of our junior year, Heather
and Brad disappeared. No one at school seemed to know where they went. There were
inflated stories: drug rehab in Beverly Hills, film careers in Hollywood, co-oping on a
farm in Ontario—obviously ridiculous tales, but such stories were told constantly about
them. They were never really about them, in the end, but our ideas of them, and so never
the right stories. Almost a year later, towards the end of senior year, I received a postcard
from Heather.
We had never been especially close. Like many at school, chatting between
classes was the extent of our acquaintance. The postcard was from Pamplona, with a
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picture of the running of the bulls on the front. I had never been to Spain. I had never left
the Northwest. Through later research I discovered the Sanfermines festival and the final
slaying of the bulls in the corridas de torros. At the time, the image was disturbing: a
young man running in front of a bull, the black-tipped horns just inches away. Did it
mean something? Aside from a signature and return address, there was hardly anything
else on the card. Only three words, Please write me, were scrawled in tight cursive on the
back.
The following day, I sent Heather an old postcard leftover from a trip to
Disneyland when I was six. The postcard had a picture on the front of Goofy in an
astronaut suit with the word "Tommorowland" in yellow balloon letters floating next to
him in space. A few months later, I sent her one of Robert Oppenheimer working on the
first atomic bomb in Los Alamos, New Mexico. I never wrote about myself, but instead
about what the postcard looked like. Sometimes I asked questions about what she was
doing, though the questions were never responded to. Instead of buying more when I ran
out, I began making the postcards myself. Both postcards from Disneyland and Los
Alamos conveyed something that seemed important to the entire project of sending
postcards to Heather. I felt attached to them, to whatever they said about me by choosing
them. But I had run out of purchased cards that meant anything, so I resorted to making
cards from things I found around the room, from stores I went to, from anywhere I
visited.
Heather never really wrote back. Every time she moved, a postcard would arrive
with her new address on it. That was all. The last one I received before she phoned Boca
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was addressed: Vysoka Skola Financni a Spravni /Estonska 500 /101 00 Prague 10 /
Czech Republic.

*

The phone warmed in my hand.
"Heather," I said. "How are you? How's Prague?"
"Great, great. Did you get my postcard?" My mind lingered on every syllable she
said, every half-syllable, every sound, poh-host-car-rud.
"Urn, the last one I got was Prague," I said. "Central square, I think. Of an
ironsmith."
"I sent you another one. It had Kafka on it, with his head bent forward over his
desk in supplication. "Supplication," I think was what it said."
"No I—fuck!" Behind me, Rudolph had pushed the storage room door open into
my back, carrying Jamie over his left shoulder.
"Lo siento, compadre" he said, continuing into the room. Thudding bass echoed
against the walls until the door swung shut again. I kept silent on the phone, watching as
Rudolph opened the padlock on the gate. As far as I knew, no one had a key to that lock
but Juan.
"Richard?"
Rudolph laid Jamie atop a stack of low boxes in the corner. She was definitely
high. Just ten minutes ago she was dancing; now she could barely hold up her head.
Rudolph took a bottle of vodka out of a case and took a drink.
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"Richard?"
I faced the wall where the phone hung. "Sorry. Someone bumped into me. I didn't
get that card."
"I sent it weeks ago."
I heard grunts, then drunken moans from behind me. I covered my head with both
my arms, dangling the phone against my ear with my fingers.
"This is strange, Heather. This is the first time we've ever talked on the phone."
Boxes falling; shattering glass.
"Brad left," she said. "I know this sounds nuts, Richard, but you want to come to
Prague? What do you think? You're not doing anything now, right? Nothing serious."
Jamie shrieked behind me. I looked, but turned my head back to the wall as soon
as I noticed that Rudolph had duct taped Jamie to the gate. I knew that in the long run,
years from now when I was someone else, I wouldn't want to have seen these kinds of
things.
"Actually, I'm doing a lot right now," I said. The door from the bar slammed
open, grazing my back. Music pounded in from outside, exploding inside my head. Juan
came into the room, heading for Rudolph inside the gate. "And actually, Heather, I don't
need advice," was the last thing I said before something hit me in the back and made me
feel like I was choking, then I fell asleep.

*

When I awoke, I was hooded in some sort of moving automobile. At first I was scared—I
thought of escape, Rudolph, and Juan. I heard Rudolph then cough next to me. My
thoughts wandered back to Heather.
Since Heather started sending me those postcards, I had to do a lot of reading to
keep up. Such as, when I showed the postcard of Notre Dame around at work
accidentally telling everyone it was from Greece, Enrico called me tonto, that I wasn't
bright enough to pour a glass of water. Some of the girls laughed, even Rudolph did.
Since then I did research about all the postcards' places and subjects: the barrios of
Buenos Aires, Parliament's Reichstag in Berlin, the Winter Palace in Russia. I read
Borges, Brecht, and Dostoevsky. I learned words like apostasis, antiquarian, and
provincial. Not that any of it seems useful. Reading Borges seemed to strangely fit. The
idea that we are stuck on one path made sense when I looked around at what I did not
have.
"Stop," I heard Juan say.
Minutes later they pulled me out of the van and into the cold desert air. The hood
was pulled off and I saw Juan standing a few yards to my right. Rudolph was already
digging a pit. Juan gave him a shove forward; Rudolph stumbled, then went back to
digging. As he dug I could tell that his face was bruised and puffy, and that he was
crying. No one was standing next to me. Three of Juan's friends sat in the van behind me.
"Baila, baila, baila me...," could be heard coming from the radio.
"That's enough," Juan said. Rudolph kept digging. "Bastal" Juan yelled, kicking
the shovel out from Rudolph's hands.
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Soon Rudolph was kneeling on the ground whispering, "I don't wanna die, I don't
wanna..."
"Juan, come on man," I said. A foot kicked my back and I fell face first, biting
into the earth with my still open mouth. I was pulled back up. Juan stood just a few feet
away, running his right hand repetitively through his thick hair. I continued: "I just want
to let you know I've been sending postcards," I said. "Hundreds of them. To all my
friends around the world. That's an army of people who know what I am doing. They'll
ask questions. Small questions at first, but they'll eventually point in this direction."
Juan only continued looking at me. Past him, at the edge of where the light from
the van extended, there was only blackness. The desert was silent, and in that silence it
became hard to believe other places even existed. Someone in the van laughed for a
second and stopped. "Prove it," Juan said, stepping close. "In my pocket," I said, nodding
to my right. Juan pulled out the postcard I had written that morning. The base of the card
was made from part of a cereal box, and on it I had glued sections of Grandpa Coleman's
photographs—workers smoking and drinking coffee at new building construction sites,
busy holiday shoppers crowding store windows, people waving from train cars as they
departed the station. But I put it together so it looked as though everything was happening
at the same time, all part of the same story: the people in the train were waving at the
construction workers who were having a smoke break while waiting to get back to work
on finishing construction on the store the throng of people were already shopping within.
It didn't make any real sense, even to me. But when I put it all together the night before I
felt it was a fairly clever design, and held it up for a while looking at it.
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"Cute," Juan said. Then he flipped it over. "Dear Mom," he began, "I know it's
been a while since I wrote, but thought you might want to know what I was up to. Well I
think you will be pretty happy, so don't worry. Rudolph and I just began our second year
at Stanford. I know—but I didn't tell you because I didn't want you to try to pay for any
of it. Soon after we hitchhiked here, we got jobs at a advertising firm. Government grants
have covered what we can't afford at school. I am studying photography, and my
professors have already sent some of my stuff to competitions all over Europe. Anyhow, I
am running out of room, so I am going to say goodbye. Don't worry—soon I will come
home, as I plan on doing a series of pictures about Anchor Falls that I am going to turn
into postcards. This is sort of my first try at it. They're going to be funny, but good, too,
Mom. Tell, Dad. I think you're both going to like them. I'll be home soon. Richard."
"There's no return address," Juan said off-handedly, flipping the card over and
back again. He tossed the card at me. It hit my face and bounced to the ground.
"Fucking idiotas," Juan said, reaching down to the ropes holding my wrists.

*

They dropped me off near Rudolph and my apartment, kicked me out of the van at the In
& Out Burger across the street and sped away.
"Get in the van," I had said to Rudolph earlier. Juan was in the driver's seat and I
was in the furthest back row of the van. Rudolph said he didn't need a ride back.
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"What are you talking about," I said, but was afraid to get out of my seat, thinking
they might just as easily leave me out there, too. "Come on," I said, moving over and
making room for him next to me in the van. Juan started the engine.
Rudolph stretched his arms and did a couple of quick hops in the air. "I can't,"
was all he said.
"If I go back...," Rudolph said, then trailed off.
And I knew what he meant. It wasn't desire that was his problem, but the
opposite.
"What do you want?," I asked as Juan began to ease the van backwards, circling
left. "I don't know." Rudolph stretched down, touching his toes with his hands. I could
still see him out of the open van door as we backed up. Snot and blood dripped off his
nose towards the sand.
Then he began to run. I whipped my head around, catching him out the back
window, then through the windows opposite the door. There wasn't any light beyond the
van, and in only a few seconds he was gone. His footsteps got softer and softer. I was
probably only imagining that I heard them. Someone pulled the van door shut. We sped
away.
In the apartment, I saw there was a new postcard on the table. On the card was a
picture of a thin man leaning over a desk covered in papers, his head in his hands. At the
bottom of the picture was written, "The Philosophy of Supplication." I picked up the
card, walked over to the couch, and sat down. Car horns beeped outside. I wiped my eyes
with the cleanest part of my shirt I could find and flipped over the card.
Dear Richard:
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I'm sorry it took me so long to write to you. The truth is, this is the first letter I
have ever written.
I don't know how to write this—strangely, I wish you were here so you could help
me. Your words seem to come out so naturally, so pleasantly.
Brad's gone. That looks so, so strange on the page.
Isn't it just terrible that you are the only person I have? I don't mean terrible. I
don't know.
Here is my number in Prague: 011-420-2-5753-0643, the youth hostel where I
work.
—Heather
That was all. After I put the card back down I was so confused, I was almost glad to hear
banging on the front door.
Jamie stood outside the door wearing shorts, Converse sneakers, and a tank top
that nearly showed her nipples. I pulled my jacket around me against the cold. Jamie took
her hands out of her pockets. She was holding a wad of money.
"What's this?" I said.
"It's Rudy's tips. From tonight."
"Oh. Put them down on the table, I guess."
After she did so, she stepped back outside. She didn't seem cold.
"Is Rudy around?"
"I haven't seen him," I said.
"Oh." Jamie rubbed the toes of one shoe with the sole of the other. "Thanks."
I closed the door.
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"Everything's a hustle," Rudolph said the morning we first went to De la Boca
looking for work. It was six in the morning. A gray haired man was drinking whiskey at
the bar with his hand on the thigh of a topless young girl on the seat besides him.
I counted the money—$500.1 picked up the phone, and began to talk rapidly as
soon as the distant voice answered on the other end.

2. Prague, Czech Republic
My nose and left cheek rested against the plane's window. My face was wet from
drooling in my sleep. Below, light and stillness—a city. Then, a sensation of
weightlessness moved through me. The entire airplane seemed to jump twice in the air.
The captain's voice over the intercom: "We are beginning our descent into Prague." An
elderly woman in the seat next to me said in a quiet voice, "Would you mind if I held
your hand?" Hoping she was not talking to me, I kept my face on the window.
The points of light became larger. Soon I saw the pinpoints of bodies on urban
squares. Though the credits for the movie were over I kept my headset on. In the static I
imagined I could pick out foreign signals beaming across the sky, dropped cell phone
calls from lovers, teenagers on short wave radios reaching out hopefully to alien worlds,
carefully constructed alien code.
We stopped in front of the arrival gate parallel to a line of similarly bulbous white
jets, lthough everything looked similar—tall planes, rows of lights on the ground, men in
snake like trucks carrying baggage, others waving flaming sticks in the air to direct the
planes—I could read nothing but a few words, which was more disconcerting that I had
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imagined. People stood, and bags were simultaneously unloaded from the overhead
compartments.
Outside. Ten or so cars down the sidewalk, a woman waved tentatively to me
from where she was standing next to a white hatchback, smoking a cigarette in her left
hand—just as I remembered from the sidewalk outside of school, holding the cigarette at
an angle alongside her chest, covered in a light blue sweater.
When I reached Heather, there was an embarrassed pause where she acted as if to
open her arms, then to reach out her right hand, and finally she just stood still. "Richard,"
she said, and as she said it, vapor and smoke rose in unison from her mouth. Her chin was
much smaller than I remembered, and her cheekbones lifted slightly from her tan face
like little wings.

3. Brattleboro, Vermont
I stayed a while in Prague. Heather, another stranger, simply awakened me to that fact: a
world of strangers.
Since I left Anchor Falls, I've kept the memories of then safely hidden, originally
from misuse, but now for another, perhaps less genuine reason I cannot quite explain, but
the closest I can come up with is embarrassment. In Vermont, I live alone, bartend at
nights. In winter, frost cracks the branches of the large firs outside, then the sound of
water increasing in the brook, the southern thaw off the distant Appalachians.
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NEBRASKA

Carter McGill mystifies me now, though he never did when I was around him. Back
when I knew Carter, we were working together in a restaurant in Oregon and he was still
telling everyone how he was going to become a fighter pilot, how he would be running F16 practice missions at Mach 1 over the moon like deserts and foothills of Nevada—
about how he was going to rum his life around. Not that any of us believed him; well at
least not myself. It always seemed strangely obvious to me, almost annoyingly so, how
some people's plans were destined for failure. Physically, Carter already seemed to be
one of this group. Though muscular, he stood just slightly over five-feet tall, so his
muscles made him look, instead of attractive, more like a human boulder, more like a
construction worker than a cook. The only thing keeping him from completely looking
like someone to avoid on the street, were the thick glasses he always wore. Acne-scarred
and continually dressed in baggy clothes with high-top sneakers, at thirty-two years old,
Carter seemed like the type of kid continually picked on in grade school, the one whose
choice for playground teams were whoever ended up with him, whichever team ran out
of choices first.
Despite all this, Carter always acted as though he knew, not just probably, but
exactly how his future was going to turn out—going against the grain of what I knew then
of his life: the boyhood loss of his parents, his off and then on again meth habit,
alcoholism, incarceration, violence, and then the eventual state assigned rehab program
which brought him to Ashland and placed him in his job as a cook. Not that I saw my
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own past as any more sensible—dropping out of college when I got married, my wife
leaving me soon after that, working as a bartender since then—but Carter's life seemed
less full of choices then my own somehow, which in the end is what everyone wants, the
choice to not be stuck with what you have. And, after Rachael left, I felt I was just
waiting for something else to come along so I could decide if I wanted it or not. I felt
continually richer than many. I had parents who were alive, and friends who called on my
birthday. I felt no rush to get on with things.
Carter was one of those people who seem compelled to see their future in very
distinct terms, as though it wouldn't exist otherwise. He was stubbornly sure of this
future, continually talking in the kitchen about how he was going to get from working in
Ashland as a line cook to piloting twenty-ton, million-dollar government planes across
the skies of foreign countries. I still remember the basic parts of his plan: stay sober,
move to Portland, and get into flight school. He spoke of these things with the rigor and
passion one might imagine from an environmentalist on global warming or a politician
laying out his Presidential campaign, rather than from a part-time cook talking about his
career goals. "There are two types of people who fly jets," he once told me. "The first are
the sons of soldiers—soldiers and soldiers, all the way back. Then there are those like me,
children who saw flying jets as a way out." More than occasionally I would let customers'
food get cold in the kitchen window as I listened to him go on about what he'd read about
flight schools on the internet or about certain plane specs he'd learned from library books,
all the while hunks of beef dripped fat on the flat grill and fries popped from where he
had dropped them in ocher tubs of grease. It never stopped breaking my heart though to
peer through the thick lenses of Carter's glasses, to watch the iris of his left eye drift
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towards the bridge of his nose as the other eye remained focused straight ahead, to know
that with eyes as bad as his no one was going to let him fly anywhere, not even copiloting a crop duster over the surrounding Bartlett pear farms the area we worked in was
famous for.
When I heard about Carter's death in late 2005—a friend who I hadn't spoken to
for a long time phoned and told me that Carter had killed himself with a shotgun in a onebedroom apartment in southeast Portland—I thought, this is what happens to people like
him, the drugs get them, life gets them, and they are too weak to stand up to it all. They
fold. It's not their fault. I didn't tell my friend this on the phone, but instead told him that
it was tragic, Carter's death, and it was hard to believe, which was all true. We said a few
more words, explained how each other was doing, and then hung up the phone after
reassuring one another that we would be in touch.

I had always considered myself a person more sensitive than others to suffering. Even
when I was a child I thought, while in groups of others, that I was somehow keyed into
the feelings of others more than the rest of the group, so that when I felt someone's
feelings were hurt, or someone was sad, I was shocked that no One else seemed to notice.
I would do my best, usually by hugging them or telling a joke, to do what I could to make
them feel better.
For weeks after I heard about Carter's suicide the world seemed a bit more
intangible. Not a whole lot, just a little—so little, in fact, that for a while I wouldn't
notice, say if I got distracted eating lunch or listening to music. But then if I thought

about Carter, imagining his last thoughts (which I couldn't in the slightest imagine) or the
magnitude of emotion he must have felt (again unimaginable), the world would lift a bit
off the ground and everything would seem like I could push my fingers through it all a
good half-inch or so without feeling a thing.
I felt as though I felt different about things now that Carter was gone. Going to
the video store, I would look at horror films and think that they didn't know anything
about real death—not like Carter or his friends did now. The same I would think about
the other films—the family dramas, the comedies, the mysteries—what were they all
doing? They were distracted, not focused on the right things. How could someone make a
movie about how to break up with a man or dentists cheating on one another when there
was Carter's suicide? The only movies that did seem correct (morally, that is), were the
hard-hitting dramas and the documentaries about suffering in the world. These films
didn't offend death. The makers of these films understood what was important.
The same went for the people I saw—smiling, pretty, absent-minded, air-headed,
bigoted, conservative people—they didn't understand, they were not connected to
suffering. In the grocery store, young men discussed how hot the women were in some
college class of theirs, an old man argued with a young cashier about the price of
spaghetti, the girl behind the pastry counter slowly smacked her gum. Looking around, I
didn't have the heart to buy groceries; I went home and ate peanut butter on toast instead.
The world was at the same time heavier as well the weeks after Carter's death.
The problem I saw—what caused the lightness—was frivolity. People took life for
granted, they did not understand suffering or death, I thought. It was the appreciation of
the world that made life thicker, concrete, wrapped around you like molasses. The coffee
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I drank at the Starbucks seemed richer than before, thicker on my tongue now that I was
more gracious of being alive to enjoy it. The same went for everything for a while: pizza,
driving, even bartending—which I had begun to loathe, a symptom, I think, of all menial
jobs after a certain duration of time. All of these simple things took on a rich and varied
texture in light of Carter's death. Food was heavier in my stomach, the air was denser
around me. I was nicer, more giving to customers at the bar, cutting off those too drunk to
handle themselves, even going so far as to paying for one or two cabs out of my own
pocket. For some time I was passionately, though silently, appreciative of the world for
the distinct reason that Carter no longer could be; that he was no longer able to
experience it, I experienced it doubly in his place.
But I soon found myself too often taking things for granted. I cared less about
what I watched on television or rented in the movie store, and once again laughed and
enjoyed the frivolity available in entertainment. I chuckled and guffawed with the rest,
which worried me, but not greatly. I found that I wasn't sad for Carter's death per se, but
instead was concerned that the event had happened. I took this to be because he had
committed suicide, that he had made the choice to kill himself. Maybe I wasn't supposed
to mourn?
I considered these things more in the morning than at night, so I ended up writing
about it often in the journal I kept next to my bed (originally to record dreams). On paper,
I tried to come to terms with what suicide was:
Alex said on the phone that Carter killed himself, that his girlfriend found him in their
Portland apartment. There were a ton of holes in the wall from shotgun blasts, not to
mention the one blast that killed Carter. The neighbors had phoned the police, who arrived
the same time as the girlfriend. I couldn't imagine shooting myself, the sheer suspension of
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the will to live, the pain. I told the chef at work today that it would take steady aim to do it
right and I wondered how many people missed, how many mess up their own deaths? Isn't
this even worse? Being maimed for life, but being still stuck alive?
And it's hard to believe about Carter, but then it's so easy to believe at the same time: my
romantic ideas latch immediately onto it—ex-meth addict, ex-con, parents death, and so
depressed—the perfect case to take out a shotgun and blow his head off.

I would read these journal entries over again, feeling a sense of accomplishment. I began
to remember that as a boy I had often considered the enigma of suicide, that I was
stumped to try to comprehend why people would do it. Ever since I had discovered that a
thing called suicide existed in the world, I had tried to consider why people would do it.
My entire life I had thought about it, wondered about it, and now here it was again.
Carter's death I was sure would not—like so many before him had—go unremembered.

We think time is somehow less than air, weightless. We believe it only an idea fabricated
by human minds, that we can forget if we like, just as easy as tying our shoelaces, or the
formula for discovering the hypotenuse of a triangle. Instead, time wears away things,
pushes them along.
It is no surprise Carter's death faded. Other things came into my life—a new
girlfriend, Shelly, a new Great Dane puppy, a new apartment, enrollment in college—and
my life slowly, unconsciously removed any influence Carter's death had had on me.
The journal lay under the bed once more untouched (though I had heard once that
it was healthy to record dreams, I never felt mine were interesting enough to record, and I
sometimes ripped the pages out later in disgust if I had recorded them). The concern to
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understand what had happened was gone and I felt fine.
One morning I pulled out the journal to write down a dream I had ("That's
Nebraska, " she said. "There, in the photo. That's where we're going ") and was flipping
to find some blank pages when I came across this part I wrote about Carter being "the
perfect case to pull out a shotgun and blow his head off." I read it again and it seemed
wrong. I tried for a moment to recall how I felt when I had heard that Carter had died, but
it was like putting on clothes that no longer fit. More than that, I didn't recognize the
clothes as being mine at all. I reread the piece again. These weren't my words—or they
were, but they weren't my feelings. How do I know if they really were then? I began to
think I never cared for Carter at all. It seemed so obvious all of a sudden, looking over
that entry, even in how I called my feelings "romantic," in the journal, as though I had
understood mine was a fantasy understanding all along. Carter and I were never friends,
we were co-workers, though I had conveniently forgotten the difference in order to—
what? feel?
Shelly was asleep next to me. ("Did you ever ask anyone why he killed himself,"
she once asked. "It seems you'd want to know.") I looked over at her body, the flesh of it,
the deep indents of her face where bone and cartilage bend. It was oddly inanimate, like a
drawing. I thought of Rachael, how I had judged her, perhaps wrongly. How could I be
certain of my memories? Maybe Carter was taller than I remember. Was he handsomer?
Looking around the bedroom in the dark, I tried to remember what decisions I had made
to get to the place I was but couldn't pin any of them down. It seemed I had made
unconnected* tertiary decisions, but all the main events in my life had come about
through, well, something like magic. I could have lived anywhere, I thought. I could have

98
been anyone. I flipped to a blank page to write about my dream. I wrote all I could
remember.
Something about Nebraska.

I closed the journal and climbed back into bed, pulling the blankets up to my neck,
pressing my body against Shelby's back and my arm across her breasts.
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